
        
            
                
            
        

    

 




 


 


 


Spirit
Hunters

Book 3: Tails
High

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: tmp_72b75f1eb43b50be61cbe68df69e345c_htCnWZ_html_m72d8e8ae.png]

 


 


 


 


Spirit Hunters Book 3: Tails
High © 2016 Paul Kidd

 


Paul@purehubris.com


 


 


Dedication

For Damien Morton.

Closest friend of my youth – a
font of enthusiasms, ideas and fearless jokes. We discovered RPG
gaming and wargames together, and shared countless adventures.
Played ‘Bushido’, trained in martial arts together, waved sticks
over our heads in the SCA…

 


You would have loved these.
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In a time long past, the Bear
was immensely proud of his prowess. He wrestled the other animals
in the great forest one by one, braying over them in triumph as he
threw them in the dust.

One day, while stomping about
looking for wrestling partners, the Bear spied the Fox lying fast
asleep beside a waterfall. The Bear surged over and beat his claws
against his chest.

“I am the Bear! Bow before
me! My arm is so powerful that I can crack a tree trunk with a
single blow! The largest boulder will be torn from the earth with
one shove! What have you to match this?”

The Fox opened one eye and gave
a yawn, displaying his long pink tongue.

“My strongest muscle is my
tongue. I am not certain that we are suited to a wrestling
match…”

“A tongue cannot be more
powerful than an arm!” The Bear reared in triumph. “I am supreme! I
am master of all!”

The Fox gave another yawn.

“Surely not. For on the peak
of the tallest mountain far to the north, there is a dragon whose
arms are as strong as yours” Fox worked his chops. “He is
supreme!”

“We shall see!” The Bear
turned to the north. “Where was this beast?”

“North. Just keep heading
north. Tallest mountain – you can’t miss it.”

The Bear thundered off into the
north, where he had many strange and rather pointless
adventures.

The Fox, on the other hand,
went back to sleep. Later on, he shared a little bit of lunch with
the Cat and the Tanuki. All of them agreed that the forest had
become pleasantly quiet.

 



	
Children’s story as told by
Kitsune nō Yama Sōsha Kagone, Matriarch of Kitsune Mountain.






 


 


 


 


 


The Sacred
Isles…

 


There is a vessel without
sides, ever full, yet ever empty.

There is a river without end.
Ever still, yet ever flowing.

Through it and within it, all
the myriad things are formed.

- Tao…

Around us and within us, never
seen, yet all encompassing.

Motion never ending. Life
without end.

 


Eight worlds coalesced out of
the primal energies – for it is the nature of the Tao to take on
form.

Eight worlds: Seven
supernatural realms forming a ring about the eighth – about the
mortal plane.

There, at the hub of creation,
the mortal realm prospered and diversified. From the oceans and the
air, the myriad lands arose, and upon them the beasts and plants,
the herbs and metals, with the elemental spirits in all of their
profusion. The primal animal spirits grew in power, spreading their
mortal kin across the world. At heaven’s edict, the first men began
to appear. Spirit and man performed great deeds, and the stories
became legends. Tribes joined to become peoples, and the first
ancestors of nations arose.

 


At the far edge of the mortal
realm, great, rugged islands arose from the waves.

They were lands of majestic
mountains and wind-swept, lonely shores – of tall forests, bamboo
groves and whispering mountain streams. There were hot springs
steaming upon snowy mountainsides, and quiet places where kami
spirits dwelled. When the first men arrived, they found a land
already steeped in ancient magic.

The Sacred Isles: Land of the
Rising Sun.

Few now remember the terrible
ordeals of the ancient age – of the time before the emperors: only
the archives of the kitsune reach back so far. Clan battled clan,
until the counsel of the foxes finally prevailed. When the Oni of
the demon realm invaded the mortal world, it was the peoples of the
Sacred Isles who defeated their attack. It was Tennu, the man
destined to become the first emperor, who slew the Lord of the Oni,
and sealed shut the demon gate forever. The terrible magics faded,
leaving nothing but tiny, unseen cracks in the barriers between the
worlds.

 


In the Sacred Isles, the
imperial court brought a golden age of art and order: painters and
poets, holy men and philosophers. To the old religions and
philosophies were added the schools of Buddhist thought. The Sacred
Isles blossomed with a culture rich beyond all words. Yet as the
years became centuries, the imperial court became more and more
focussed upon its own inward affairs. Warrior clans were settled in
the wilderness, there to tame and farm the lands. The warriors
embraced their own codes of honour and of loyalty, and became the
samurai.

Far from the elaborate culture
of the court, the great samurai clans slowly grew in power.
Rebellions and clan feuds began, staining the lands with war. To
maintain order, the court created its own clans of imperial
samurai, led by imperial magistrates chosen for merit. Imperial law
kept trade flowing, and helped smooth the ruffled feathers of rival
samurai lords.

And so there settled a peace of
sorts. The warrior clans grew ever larger, and the court once again
sank deep into its own affairs. The Oni were long gone, and it
seemed as though the world would last forever and unchanged.

 


Though as any fox will tell
you: all stasis is an illusion.

 


As years complacently turned
into centuries – Evil began to find its way…

 


But the Tao is balance.

Where there is darkness – there
must also be light.

 


Where there are evil spirits
–

There will be Spirit
Hunters.


Eighth
Encounter:

The Art of
Being Koi…
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Chapter
1

The light of a beautiful summer
morning shone soft and golden through the trees. It lingered in
brilliant points upon the edges of the leaves, flashing from the
slow, shallow river just beyond. The air was filled with the scents
of sun-warmed earth and grass. Butterflies drifted through the
shadows, and all was well with the world.

Kitsune Sura lounged languidly
in the grass. The fox spirit was in her human form, long fox-orange
hair bound back into a pony tail. Face propped upon one hand and a
straw in her mouth, her long tail wove and flopped lazily to and
fro. She contemplated a plain wooden gō board set out on the
ground beside her, sucking on a tooth as she considered her next
move.

At the far side of the board,
Nezumi Chiri cast a pleased eye over the game. The rat spirit’s
long white hair streamed about her like sheets of pure silk as she
sat in the sun.

Chiri’s air elemental, Bifuuko,
drowsily sunned herself at Chiri’s side. The little creature looked
something like a dragonfly – her transparent blue form lit with
miniscule images of clouds. The elemental watched in sleepy
approval as Chiri took up a white stone between two fingers, and
elegantly planted it onto the board. She had surrounded a small
nest of Sura’s black pieces, and swept them from the game.

Behind Chiri, a tea kettle hung
above a small and tidy campfire. Steam shot merrily from the spout
as water came to the boil. Sura yawned, looked towards the kettle
and jerked her chin.

“Tea’s ready!”

Chiri turned to fetch the
kettle. Behind her, the fox flashed a hand across the board,
swapping some of Chiri’s white stones for her own black ones. The
rat spirit looked swiftly back at the game, but Sura was lounging
back – a study in pure innocence. Sura examined the board, tapped
her fingers against her chin, then placed a black stone down.

Her move managed to capture a
great number of white stones.

Chiri raised one brow, but was
unperturbed. She prepared tea, moving with her customary grace. She
selected her morning favourite, a green tea with toasted rice,
savouring the scent.

“It is a beautiful morning,
Sura san! How long do you think Tonbo and Kuno will be?”

Sura elegantly twirled her
hand.

“Shopping for armour lacing?
Kuno could be hours! Think of all the swatches he’ll get to play
with!”

The rat spirit presented her
friend with a cup of tea and a little tray of rice cakes. Sura made
a sunny nod of gratitude, and basked in a sense of infinite
wellbeing.

Chiri’s earth elemental,
Daitanishi, usually took the form of a grumbling rock the size of a
fist. As Sura looked away to help herself to rice cakes, the
elemental stealthily emerged from the dirt and turned himself into
a number of little white gō stones. He filtered stealthily onto the
board, managing to outflank several of Sura’s pieces.

Chiri looked at the board, then
made a great show of suddenly discovering a tactical advantage. She
put a stone down with a flourish, and swept half the board clear at
a stroke.

Sura sat up and looked
thoughtfully at the board. Several white stones quivered and seemed
to laugh at her. She bit into her rice cake and observed the little
stones wryly.

Chiri sat back with tea and
cakes, looking off towards the nearby fields. It was late summer,
and the sting had gone out of the sun. It was a warm and sleepy
day. The rat spirit contemplated a grasshopper that sat upon a
grass stem just nearby and gave a contented, peaceful sigh.

“It is pleasant to spend a
morning uncomplicated by troubles…”

A trail of bubbles had been
stealthily moving along the river just nearby. Slowly – stealthily
– a hideous being rose up out of the murk. It was a great, knotted,
powerful figure, with a lumpen green skin densely covered in warts
and scales. The monster had clawed feet and the thick shell of a
tortoise. Its beaked face was lit by an absolute, scheming
evil.

A bowl-shaped depression atop
the creature’s head was fringed with filthy hair. It flexed long
blade-like claws that jutted from its hands, and moved slowly
forward through the reeds. It looked towards the two women, lusting
for their flesh, drooling as it crept forward through the
shadows.

Chiri and Sura ignored the
creature. Both had settled down to nibble at some rice cakes.
Finishing her snack, Sura dusted herself free of crumbs, gave a
yawn, then tossed back the last of her tea.

“Whose move is it?”

“I believe it is mine.” Chiri
reached for the teapot. “More tea?’

“Oh, please!”

The monster came towards them,
balanced lightly on its vile feet. It seethed with strength and
blood-lust, breath hissing as it smelled the scent of tender,
living flesh.

The creature slowly stropped
its claws. It chuckled in a voice as cold as ice.

“Two morsels. Sweet, tasty
morsels…!”

Sura waved the interruption
away, frowning down at the game board.

“Shhhh! There are people trying
to cheat here!”

The monster edged closer,
flexing his fingers with their long claws.

“Soon they will scream as I
peel the living flesh from their bones.” The creature clacked its
jaws. “Perhaps the little ones do not yet realise what I am?”

Sura stood up, yawning,
stretching herself and casually cricking her back.

“Hmm – yup! Kappa! Carnivorous,
super-strong, super-fast. Bowl in the head contains life force…”
Sura finished her stretch. “The locals said they’d had some
trouble.”

Lithe and slight, Chiri arose.
She bowed to the Kappa with absolute politeness.

“Greetings, honourable monster.
We have been informed that you have eaten several local people. We
ask in all humility that you reconsider your life style. You have
chosen to live the path of evil, and in the end, we believe it will
be your undoing.” The rat bowed once more in genteel sincerity.
“Please consider my advice to be offered with the best of all
intentions.”

The Kappa laughed.

“I choose evil because the path
is sweet! Sweet with the blood of tasty little maidens like
yourselves!” The monster moved slowly forward. “I shall take you
alive, so that I can revel in your terror. Were I a cook, I would
prepare you whole…”

Sura instantly brightened.

“You need recipes? Well
I can cook!”

Chiri swivelled a considering
glance upon the fox. “Is that strictly true, Sura san?”

The fox assumed a lofty manner,
placing her hand upon her heart.

“I cook! I just use food as a
means of experimental expression.”

“True. Your snail sukiyaki
remains one of my more colourful memories.”

Sura planted her fist upon her
hip. “Be that as it may, I believe we can at least give mister
Kappa here a recipe hint or two.” The fox waved a hand to indicate
herself and her friend. “Firstly, we recommend only using the
freshest, perkiest of ingredients!”

The Kappa slashed out with its
claws.

“Enough!”

The monster charged. It came
straight at Sura and Chiri, snarling in rage – armoured, massive
and shockingly swift. Sura, however, remained in place, still
calling out recipe advice.

“First, take your victims,
season lightly and set them aside.” The Kappa was almost upon her.
The fox suddenly dodged away. “Here’s something we prepared
previously!”

Bifuuko seized a long cord
hidden in the weeds. The little air elemental whipped the line
tight, blurring around and around a tree to fasten the tripwire.
The charging Kappa struck the tripwire and tripped clean over onto
its face.

The bowl built into a Kappa’s
head held the fluid that gave the monster its spectacular speed and
strength. But once spilled, the creature was almost helpless. Sura
gave a great hoot of joy, seeing that her plan had succeeded. The
Kappa landed flat on its back, slamming its shell hard into the
grass. Chiri clapped her hands, wonderfully pleased.

The Kappa flipped about onto
its front, still moving with horrible agility. Head down, it could
be seen that the creature wore a tight little sheet of oiled
leather stretched across its head bowl, held tight by a cord
whipped about the rim.

Not a single drop of
strength-liquid had spilled. Sura’s ears drooped.

“Oops!”

Chiri flung her teapot at the
monster, making him shield his face. The Kappa roared! With one
blow, he shattered an entire tree trunk, narrowly missing fox and
rat. Chiri and Sura flashed and changed into their animal forms.
They both dashed wildly off into the weeds.

The Kappa came after them.
Chiri yelled back at Sura as they dodged madly through the
grass.

“A hat? It has a hat?”

“Well how was I to know?” Sura
was deeply aggrieved. “I mean, if someone wants you to get rid of a
monster for them, they ought to provide a proper description!
Something like, ‘By the way, it has a lid!’”

The monster ripped a tree stump
out of the ground and hurtled it at them. The massive missile
crashed into the weeds a hairsbreadth ahead, bringing both animals
screeching to a halt. The Kappa lunged at them, but the pair dove
through a gap in the roots.

Daitanishi appeared in the gap.
He spun like a wheel, spraying loose dirt back onto the Kappa’s
eyes. The monster snarled, shielding its face, staggering back to
wipe madly at its eyes.

Having circled back around,
Sura came racing from behind. The fox ran straight up the monster’s
back, seized the knot holding tight the lid, and wrenched at it
with her jaws. She managed to pull the cord free.

The Kappa roared and tried to
reach her. Razor-claws slashed past as she ducked, slicing a dozen
strands of fur. But the fox tore away the leather cover atop the
creature’s head.

The Kappa slammed its back
against a tree, trying to crush the fox flat. She ended up clinging
to the monster’s muzzle, yelping as it snarled and tried to claw
her away. Sura scrabbled madly back to the rear of the enormous
head. She plunged her muzzle deep into the monster’s head-bowl and
sucked at the vile green liquid within.

The stuff was gut-wrenchingly
vile. The fox almost turned green. She spat out the mouthful of
fluid, feeling instantly nauseous.

The Kappa staggered and fell.
Sura went tumbling out across the grass as the monster thrashed,
the last of the magic fluid spilling from its head. The monster
tried to rise – crashed its claws down into the dirt – then gave a
rather nasty death rattle as it died.

Two samurai stood in the road,
goggling at the scene. Tonbo, huge and patient, was laden down with
baskets of shopping. Kuno – a wonderfully neat and dapper man – was
dressed in armour that had been all splendidly re-laced. Sura’s
final mouthful of Kappa fluid splashed almost to his sandals. Kuno
was deeply unamused.

As the Kappa noisily expired.
Sura staggered away from the creature, tongue hanging out and
looking ill.

“Bleargh! That does it! I’m
never drinking from anybody’s head ever again!”

Kuno scowled over at the great
lumpen green corpse lying in the weeds. He then glanced towards the
dainty little white rat now peeking carefully out of cover.

“Chiri san – what was
that?”

The rat cleared her throat in
embarrassment, and bobbed her head in a bow.

“Kuno san, I regret to say that
we have been forced to decline an invitation to lunch.”

 


 


The river flowed broad and
sparkling between banks lined with wooded hills. Summer sunlight
glittered from the waters, striking sparks that dazzled at the eye.
The trees stirred softly to the river breeze: swallows swerved and
darted across the shallows, hunting flies. Far off along the river
road, a samurai in hunting dress rode merrily along, singing aloud,
his straw hat and bow glowing in the sun.

All the busyness of nature was
held inside a haze of peace.

A ferry crossed the river
between two rocky shores. A hefty rope had been strung across fifty
spans of water, and two ferrymen hauled a raft across the river
hand-over hand. The ferrymen had a little hut beside the river that
came complete with a fussing grandmother and a tangle of vegetable
gardens. As the four Spirit Hunters came walking down the ferry
path , the two ferrymen jumped up from their porch and came running
over, bowing and filled with gratitude. The eldest of the two bowed
profoundly to Kitsune Sura, and then to her companions.

“Honoured priestess! Thank you,
Spirit Hunters. Thank you for slaying the Kappa.” Terrorized by the
monster for many many months, a vast burden had been lifted from
the river folk’s hearts. “Thank you!”

“On the house! You’re welcome!”
Sura accepted a package of cucumbers from the old grandmother. “Oh!
Well thank you!”

The younger ferryman ushered
his visitors forward towards the raft. “Come! We shall ferry you
across the river.” He bowed to the samurai, priestess and rat
shugenja. “Dozo! This way!”

Chiri cheerfully led the way
forward to the raft, treading carefully on great flat stepping
stones. Daitanishi rode upon her shoulder, while Bifuuko perched
upon the rat spirit’s broad straw hat. She shaded her pink eyes
from the river light, her long naked tail curling behind as she
found herself a place to sit upon the ferry. She was dressed for
the summer road in loose skirts and a beautiful robe printed with
symbols of the elements – a gift from her friends the Kumo
spiders.

Kuno settled beside her –
looking magnificent in his new-laced armour and a neatly folded
eboshi cap. He had just set himself to his best advantage, with
weapons at a heroic slant and his cap set just so, when
Kitsune Sura planted herself happily atop a bale of rice beside
him.

The fox spirit was in her
marching dress, with short-tasseted breastplate, comfy robes and
straw hat. She thumped her backpack down on the ground and propped
her long spear beside her.

“Aaaaah! Life on the
waves!”

Kuno pulled the spear-sheath
from Sura’s sash and carefully capped the orange blade of her
weapon. The spear, ‘Leaf Cutter’, was insanely sharp, and the fox
could be entirely too cavalier with issues of weapon safety. He
made a point of seating the sheath firmly in place. Sura lounged
back and looked over his new armour lacings, nodding in
contemplation.

“So you went with the pink,
then?”

Kuno’s new armour had been
densely laced with brand new silk cords. Each section was lined at
the bottom with spring green, then diagonally gradated with white,
yellow, soft pink and cherry blossom. It was an absolute work of
art – though not perhaps well suited to a life of rough and tumble.
Kuno stiffened defensively, brushing proudly at his shoulder
plates.

“Autumn and winter will soon
arrive. Floral tones are a reminder of grace and light!”

“Ooooookay! Well, just don’t go
attracting any bees.” The fox patted the man upon his shoulder.
“Actually, that looks great on you. Brings out the blood red glint
of madness in your eyes!”

Kuno glowered and smoothed his
moustache. Deciding he was being complimented, the man settled
back, feeling more mollified as he saw Chiri admiring his
attire.

The boat sagged noticeably as
Tonbo stepped aboard. His armour was solid iron, laced in a sunset
pattern of deep purple, red and beige, and was very comprehensive.
He stowed his imposing spiked iron staff on the raft beside him,
and settled himself down to enjoy the ride.

The old grandmother waved
farewell. The two ferrymen began to haul the ferry out across the
river, heaving upon the tight-stretched rope. The Spirit Hunters
sat back and enjoyed the view along the river, looking off upstream
towards a range of huge, grass-smothered hills.

Yard by yard, the ferry slowly crossed the
river. Sura hung her head over the side to look down at the water.
Chiri moved quietly aside and sat to have a word with Kuno. She
kept her voice soft and low.

“Kuno san. Did you bring any
food?”

“Yes, Chiri san. More rations –
and also fresh rice balls for lunch.”

Sura lifted up her head. She
was utterly agog.

“Rice balls? We already have
rice balls. What do you need store-bought food for? I made you rice
balls fresh this morning!”

Sura’s cooking perhaps deserved
to be classed as a weapon. The fox happily produced a little
package that held a number of rice balls.

The rice balls varied wildly in
size, shape and consistency. They also seemed to have odd flecks
and chunks strewn throughout the rice. Sura happily handed out them
to her three friends, failing to notice a deep reluctance on the
part of Chiri and Kuno.

Kuno looked anxiously at the
strange lump that now rested in his hand. There seemed to be some
sort of dull grey berries mixed in with the rice.

“What are these little grey
things?”

Sura gave a carefree wave of
her hand.

“Pill bugs! They sort of fell
in there when I used a stick that still had bark on it to stir the
rice. But they have this real nice nutty flavour!” Sura held up a
rice ball and frowned at it in thought. “Oh – and I think a couple
of crickets fell in there too…”

Chiri and Kuno looked quite
pained. Sura seared them with a haughty glare.

“Well Tonbo likes them!”

Tonbo, true hero that he was,
patiently took up a rice ball. He bravely ate it, making a show of
nodding in approval. Sura beamed, greatly pleased.

“There! See? Real home
cooking.

Kuno and Chiri bowed solemnly
to Tonbo, deeply respecting his devotion.

The man was a samurai
indeed…

At the far side of the river,
the ferry ground slowly up against the gravel. One ferryman leapt
down into the knee-deep water and helped to drag the raft up
against the bank. A plank was placed to allow the passengers to
alight safe and dry. The ferrymen helped the four companions carry
their equipment to the river bank, bowing and profusely thanking
them once again. The Spirit Hunters stepped aside as three new
passengers bustled forward, wanting to cross to the other side. The
ferry was loaded, small coins were paid… The ferrymen waved a last
farewell, and drew their raft slowly back out into the river.

The Spirit Hunters stood to
gaze back across the river, then turned to look at the open road
beside them.

A great clatter of wings came
from high overhead. A raucous voice called out from above – ringing
out above the river in gleeful triumph. The voice came closer and
closer. Sura looked up to see a great black bird flapping excitedly
down towards the river.

“Ah! Spirit Hunters! Yes yes!”
The bird laughed at his own sheer brilliance. “Ha! Easy! Easy to
find!”

A large black crow clattered to
the ground, landing on the gravel shore. The creature shimmered and
shifted form, turning into a large humanoid bird entirely clad in
feathers. The crow spirit bowed happily, ruffling his plumage and
clacking his long beak.

“Ha! It is I! Tengu nō Nakajima
Kaigan, your very good friend!” The crow bobbed about on fine
clawed feet. “Clever crow has found you!”

Chiri beamed. She came forward
and bowed happily to the crow.

“Tengu san. It is a pleasure to
see you once again.”

“Ah! A pleasure? Yes, yes. Ha!”
The crow clapped his hands together. “More of a pleasure soon! I
have a job for you. Yes! A pretty lady needs your help.”

The crow drank from a nearby
bucket of fresh water, flicking up his bill as he swallowed. He set
aside the bucket and gave a happy sigh.

The crow spirit waved a hand to
point upstream.

“Down this way! Two ri – close
close! The house with the orange lanterns and all the ponds. The
pretty ladies are waiting. They have a fine job for you. Yes!
Something needs to be found!”

Kuno folded his arms and looked
at the crow with a certain amount of suspicion.

“If something needs to be
found, then why didn’t you just do the job?”

“Ah. Something dangerous
needs to be found – and Crow is not stupid! But then I thought –
‘Ah! I know some gullible heroes, and they will do nicely!’”
The crow clapped his hands and tried to usher Kuno off towards the
road. “So this way! Hurry, hurry!”

Sura was not about to be
rushed. She thoughtfully wrinkled her nose.

“What needs to be found? Why is
it dangerous?”

“No time. You must hurry! The
pretty priestess will explain!”

Tonbo looked up and
frowned.

“What pretty priestess?”

“Ha! The one who cares for the
demon sword.”

Tonbo pushed back his helmet in
surprise, and looked upstream.

“Reiju?”

The crow nodded merrily. “Yes
yes – Reiju san. So very kind! She sent me to find you, and find
you I did! I just looked for the nearest dead monster. And what
should Crow see, but a dead Kappa!” The crow gave a sigh filled
with self-pity. “It wasn’t ripe yet. Two more days before he’ll
even make a decent meal…”

Chiri blanched. She put a hand
up to her face, feeling a little ill.

“Oh dear!”

The crow nodded sadly. “Poor
Crow works for free. Just as a favour. Not even lunch to pay him
for all his poor tiring efforts.”

Sura brightened, and
immediately dove into her pack.

“Well hey! Want some rice
balls?”

The crow hastened eagerly
forward.

“Rice balls?”

Chiri tried to mitigate the
inevitable blow. “Yes. With bugs.”

“Bugs!”

Joyously seizing hold of Sura’s
rice balls, he turned back into crow form and began messily
stuffing himself, making ecstatic sounds with every bite. He
hungrily crammed down the food, pausing to look at Sura in utter
delight.

“Home cooking! There’s nothing
like home cooking.”

Sura looked to Chiri and Kuno
and poked out her tongue. She set the rice balls out, managing to
evade the grains the bird flicked about himself as he ate.

Kuno looked along the riverside
road. It seemed pleasant – shaded by trees, and with a few
merchants and travellers walking along in the distance. The samurai
stroked thoughtfully at his moustache.

“Down here?”

The crow spoke with his mouth
full.

“Two ri, samurai! Two hour’s
walk.” The bird pecked into a new rice ball, and lit up with
delight. “Oooh! Fresh cricket!”

The Spirit Hunters bowed to the
crow and left him to his feast. They walked to the road, then
looked at one another.

Sura scratched her chin.

“So we go find something?”

“We go find something.” Chiri
settled her pack onto her back. “May I please have a cucumber?”

“Go for your life!” Sura handed
out cucumbers all around. “But now we have no rice balls…”

“You may have some of mine.”
Kuno shared out lunch as the group walked along the dirt road.
“Here we go.”

“Thank you.” Sura munched
happily as she walked. “Oh! Hey, these aren’t bad!”

“I told you so.”

The warm dust underfoot made
for comfortable walking. Out in the grasslands nearby, some oxen
lowed and scratched their backs against trees. The Spirit Hunters
continued down the path into to a golden afternoon.
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Chapter
2

The roadway meandered along
beside the river, past fields and sleepy summer meadows. There were
farm houses here and there, well-kept and sturdy, but none appeared
to be gripped with any sign of emergency or alarm. The countryside
seemed utterly at peace.

The farmlands gradually became
a well organised estate. Ji-samurai – part time farmer/warriors –
were working in the fields, all with armour and weapons ready to
hand. It was the first sign that something might be awry.

A comfy samurai estate much
given to growing flowers sat beside the road. Sturdy palisades
protected the main compound. On either side of the gate, great
carved stone lanterns in the shape of carp gazed off towards the
river.

A pair of guards armed with
long spears stood by the gates. As they caught sight of the
approaching visitors, one man immediately ran towards the house,
calling out in great excitement. The second guard ran forward to
the Spirit Hunters, bowing in gratitude. He eagerly showed them
towards the main house, running ahead but pausing repeatedly to bow
and beckon them onwards.

“Dozo! Dozo!”

Beyond the wall was the
expected broad stable yard and a house for the estate’s foot
soldiers. But in front of the main house, there was a considerable
pond – a great broad thing with stone lanterns, waterlilies and
shady trees. Piped water flowed into an upper basin that spilled
pleasantly down to the pond in a little waterfall. The whole front
yard echoed with the sound of flowing water.

The main house had a great,
broad porch shaded by a maple tree. A fine maiden dressed in white
priestess’ robes sat in the shade, comforting a desolate young
wife.

The weeping young woman was
startlingly beautiful. Skin covered in magnificent golden scales,
her face was that of a golden carp, with a delicately fanned
fish-tail peeking out beneath her robes. Utterly exhausted from
weeping, the carp spirit’s long sleeves were wet with tears.

Foot soldiers were searching
carefully about the buildings, even peering into water pipes. Other
men were mounting horses and heading out through the gates. The
entire manor was in disarray.

The young priestess looked up
to see the Spirit Hunters hastening towards her and was visibly
filled with relief. Reiju, guardian priestess of the sword-island
temple, rose and ran forward to greet her friends, taking Sura by
the hands. Her voice was hoarse from weeping.

“Tonbo san! Spirit Hunters!”
Reiju held Sura’s hand against her face. “Sura – thank the gods you
are here! We have nowhere else to turn!”

Sura looked at her friend in
deep concern, wiping tears from the priestess’ face.

“Reiju! What’s wrong?”

“It is terrible, Sura san!
Terrible! My friend Tosakingyo San’s baby son has been
abducted.”

Reiji led her friends to the
porch, where the lady carp spirit tried to order her robes.
Desolate as she was, the carp managed to bow with grace and
gentility to her guests. She kept her eyes fixed upon the
floor.

“Honoured guests. I am
Tosakingyo Asuka. Please be welcome in our humble home.”

Kuno gave a profound,
understanding bow.

“Tosakingyo san, we do not wish
to intrude upon you. Word has come to us that you might welcome
assistance in a time of strife.” The man produced his golden billet
of authority. “I am Third Rank Imperial Deputy Asodo Kuno. This is
Priestess Kitsune Sura, Tsunetomo Tonbo and Nezumi Chiri. We are
here to help.”

The carp spirit tried to
respond, but instead burst into tears. Reiju sat down beside her,
covering the woman with her sleeves.

The household maids had also
been weeping. One girl came and brought tea for the guests, dabbing
at her cheeks with long sleeves. Though in human-like form, the
maid had long hair that was silver white and speckled with a
spectacular brocade of gold and black.

The lesser samurai and
ji-samurai that came and went from the courtyard were in human form
– but the gold, black and silver patterns of their hair and tails
peeking from beneath their robes showed that many of them were fish
spirits. Tonbo watched with interest as the carp spirits moved back
and forth, admiring their strange, gentle grace.

The Spirit Hunters sat with
Tosakingyo Asuka upon the porch, quietly drinking tea. Reiju wanly
tried to spread a sense of calm. Sura served one and all, moving
with quiet strength. Slowly but surely, the carp spirit calmed
herself. She breathed slowly, greatly comforted by the company and
the familiar scent of tea.

When the lady mastered herself,
she bowed to the Spirit Hunters, long golden hair glittering in the
dappled sunlight.

“Honoured guests…As you can
see, my family are carp spirits. My husband is a samurai in good
standing with our lord. It is our duty to provide our lord with ten
horsemen, twenty foot soldiers and ten porters when summoned to
war.” The woman kept a dagger in her sash. She was indeed a
samurai. “The Raiden clan border our lands, and the new Raiden lord
is performing military manoeuvres. My husband was called away two
weeks ago to serve with the border guards. He has taken our riders
with him – his cousins and all of his brother’s men.” Tosakingyo
Asuka almost wept once again. “They knew he was gone! Now they have
taken my little Chōisai!”

Kuno nodded, listening
carefully. When he spoke, his voice was filled with compassion.

“Tosakingyo san, can you tell
us how it happened?”

Reiju quietly answered for the
carp spirit.

“This morning, little Chōisai
was simply missing. There was no sign of breaking and entry. Four
guards were on duty, and they saw nothing all night.”

Kuno looked at the grounds and
gave a frown.

“Four men would be hard pressed
to guard a house of this size…” He looked at the walls, the gate
and the gardens. “Forgive me, Tosakingyo san, but have you any
enemies? Have there been any suspicious characters seen in the
area?”

The carp spirit shook her head
in bewilderment.

“Our house is always quiet,
Kuno san. Two weeks ago, we entertained a wandering nun who offered
blessings to our child. A week ago, our men saw off some suspicious
loiterers who were near our garden wall. That is all.” The poor
woman’s eyes were red. She tried to focus her thoughts. “I do not
know of any enemies. We are only a small family. Surely no one
would attack us just as a way of striking at our lord.”

Kitsune Sura thoughtfully set
aside her tea.

“Tosakingyo san, please excuse
me – but who is your lord?”

“Lord Shida, priestess. They
have been generous and true. They are a minor clan, but well
thought of. Why, this week, the Imperial Magistrate Masura himself
is visiting our Lord!”

The fox thoughtfully scratched
one ear. “And the Raiden are your lord’s neighbours…”

Tosakingyo Asuka indicated the
empty barracks house. There were only a handful of men left to
guard the estate. The men had searched, and clearly found
nothing.

“As you can see, priestess – I
have nowhere to turn.”

Tonbo looked to Chiri, Kuno and
Sura. There was clear agreement: they were already on the job.
Tonbo bowed to his friends.

“We should see the boy’s
bedroom.”

The carp spirit stared at them,
a glimmer of hope in her eyes.

“Of course, samurai-san. At
once.” She bowed to the Spirit Hunters, putting her head to the
floor – profoundly grateful. “Thank you for offering to aid our
family.”

A shout came from the gates. A
carp spirit – magnificently armoured and mounted – came racing
through the gateway and into the yard. The handsome man flung
himself out of his saddle. Asuka leapt to her feet and flew rushing
into the man’s arms.

Clearly it was her husband. The
Spirit Hunters and Reiju faded back into the shadows of the porch,
leaving the couple to their privacy. Reiju bowed softly, and
summoned a maid to accompany them all towards the rear of the
house.

“The nursery is this way, my
friends. Come – I shall take you.”

The porch lead around towards
the rear of the house. Another beautiful pond stood beneath a shade
tree – this time a smaller one with a bottom made from bright
glazed tiles. Several toys hung above the pond on cords – painted
moons and stars, and a brightly coloured carp kite. Reiju ushered
her friends quietly over to the pond. Kuno stared at the water and
was clearly utterly astonished.

“A pond?”

Chiri gently inclined her
head.

“They are carp spirits, Kuno
san. Some animal spirits are born in their animal forms and must
learn to take on human form as they grow older. Tosakingyo san’s
son must have lived here in the pond.”

Reiju nodded.

“His mother would normally
sleep in the pond with him, I believe. But the child has had a
stomach illness, and so the pond currently has medicine in the
water. Tosakingyo san has slept in the house for the last
week.”

“Has she…” Sura felt an instant
spark of suspicion. She looked to the porch. “Here?”

“Yes, Sura san. Just here, in
the room beyond – with the screen doors open so that he knew she
was near.”

Chiri knelt beside the pond,
peering down at the coloured tiles across the bottom. The nursery
pond was quite beautiful. Screened from above by both a net and a
shady tree, it was too deep to allow a heron to stand in the water,
with banks too high to allow a passing predator to reach the
water’s surface.

“How old was Chōisai, Reiju
san?”

The priestess gave a sigh.

“Six months old – a mere baby.
I am told he is the most astonishing golden colour. The carp
spirits consider him a true prodigy of beauty. And he will clearly
have a talent for magic!” Reiju looked to Kitsune Sura. “I had
thought to ask your help in sending him to be educated at Fox
Mountain, when the time came.”

Chiri and Sura began carefully
searching the edges of the pond, moving with absolute minute care.
Kuno sought out the guards who had been on duty the night before,
asking them if anything had been sensed, seen or heard. But the men
were of little help. Two had walked their rounds in peace and
quiet, while two others had kept guard at the gate. They had heard
nothing move – so sight or sound of predators. Nothing had
disturbed the mansion in the night.

As the others moved carefully
about the gardens, Tonbo came over to sit on the porch with Reiju.
He bowed to her almost shyly, and she bowed back quietly in
return.

“It is good to see you again,
Tonbo san. Even under such circumstances as these.”

“Reiju san. It is good to see
you, too.” Tonbo leaned upon his iron tetsubo. “You are very kind
to help Lady Tosakingyo.”

Reiju kept her vice quiet, so
as not to disturb the household.

“It is mere luck of
circumstance that I was here. Her husband regularly visits our
temple. I have met her many times. I came to the village here to
arrange business with Lord Shida. I happened to be staying during
the week.”

“So you were here in this house
last night?”

“Yes, Tonbo san. I was sleeping
in a room on the far side of the house. Like Lady Tosakingyo, I
heard nothing until the servants woke me this morning.”

Tonbo gave a frown. “And the
crow spirit – was he here too?”

“No, Tonbo san. When news
spread to the village, he came flying to offer to help. I sent him
to find you.” The priestess was very fond. “He is really a very
nice and helpful crow. I do not believe for a minute that he
actually eats carrion.”

Sura had been grubbing about
the soil at the inner edge of the garden wall. The fox wiped her
brow, then looked over towards Tonbo in irritation.

“Tonbo? Oh great outdoorsman! A
little help? There’s some tracks on the ground over here.”

The big samurai arose, armour
softly rattling. Shouldering his weapon, he strode over to meet
Sura at the palisade. She motioned to a patch of soft earth beside
the wall, and Tonbo was immediately intrigued.

A footprint showed beside the
wall – right at the base, facing away from the palisade. It was
heavy on the ball, light on the heel – as though someone had jumped
and landed with a cat-like flex.

Tonbo went down onto all fours
and looked along the length of the footprint. He gave a thoughtful
scowl.

“That’s a soft sole…” The
samurai rose and looked back towards the gates. “The soldiers here
all wear straw sandals…”

The yard beyond the wall was
strewn with gravel, and well-trodden. There was no way to follow
the footprints further. Tonbo searched in any case, moving slowly
forward upon his knees.

At the edge of the nursery
pond, Chiri knelt and slowly spread her hands. Power sparkled
beneath her fingertips, twinkling like countless tiny stars.

A water elemental rose up out
of the pond, glittering like a tiny sapphire dragon-eel. But the
creature seemed furiously angry. It gestured to the pond, pulsing
and flickering as it spoke to Chiri’s mind.

The rat-spirit gave a frown.
She leaned in and touched the water, scooping with her hand. Chiri
carefully tasted the merest drop.

She quickly spat out the water,
then hurried to wash out her mouth from her canteen. The rat spirit
looked swiftly over to Kuno.

“Fish poison!”

Kuno was quite taken aback.

“Poison?”

“A root thrown into ponds to
stun fish.” Chiri had grown up amongst river peoples far inland.
“It makes them stiff, then they rise to the surface where they can
be caught.”

Kuno looked at the innocent
little pond. “It kills them?”

“Used wrongly it might. But no
– the fish are stunned.” Chiri soothed the water elemental with her
hand. “The effects can last for hours. It is very damaging to the
ponds – everything from frogs to insects are affected. The water
spirit of the gardens is furious!”

Kitsune Sura sniffed at the
water for herself. She moved over beneath the shade tree, and
squatted down beside a strange, round mark that marred the
gravel.

The fox carefully swished her
tail.

“A container was set down here.
A big, heavy pot. A keg?” She looked over to Reiju. “How big
was Chōisai-chan?”

The priestess came swiftly to
Sura’s side. “His body would be about the length of your forearm?
And his tail almost as long again.”

Sura stood, planted her spear
beside her and looked at the garden wall.

“Our villain came over the wall
right there, and left a footprint. They stunned Chōisai with poison
so they could catch him quietly, scooped him up, and put him in a
keg of fresh water.” She nodded softly to herself. “They brought a
keg. This is a kidnap – not a murder.”

Reiju closed her eyes in
relief.

“Thank the gods. But why would
anyone kidnap the child of a minor family of retainers?”

“There may be something your
friend Tosakingyo san has forgotten – or has not realised…” The fox
bit at her lip in thought.

“A week ago, there were men
loitering outside the garden wall. A week ago, Chōisai becomes sick
and his mother medicates the pond and sleeps indoors…” Sura flicked
a glance from the pond towards the house. “Does she keep the
medicine she gave Chōisai in the house?”

“No, Sura san. There is a
dealer in ornamental carp and koi in the village. She sent to him
for the ingredients.”

The group gathered by the
porch, mulling their ideas. Kuno walked slowly back and forth. He
finally nodded, then gestured to the pond.

“If someone made the child sick
to isolate him, then they would need to check and see if the ploy
had worked. They might check at the fish dealer’s residence to see
if medicines had been ordered. We can inquire there.”

Tonbo bowed in agreement. “And
we can ask Lord Shida if any enemies are moving against him.”

“Yes, Tonbo san.” Kuno turned
to Reiju. “Two chances of leads, at least. Please ask Lady
Tosakingyo and her husband not to despair. We shall work diligently
to retrieve their child.”

Reiju bowed to the Spirit
Hunters in gratitude. She hastened off to attend to Tosakingyo
Asuka and her husband.

It was best to follow the trail
swiftly. The kidnappers already had many hours lead. The Spirit
Hunters headed to the front on the manor grounds, where Tosakingyo
Asuka and her husband stood together upon the porch. They were
holding one another – desolate and utterly at a loss.

Reiju came to speak with the
carp spirits – comforting, quiet and reassuring. Asuka’s husband
looked over to the Spirit Hunters. He bowed to them in
gratitude.

They returned the man’s bow,
looking competent and calm. Then the four companions moved out
through the gates and off onto the river road, walking off into the
sun.

 


 


The nearby village was clearly
some distance upstream. The Spirit Hunters walked onward up the
dusty road – on beneath great, shady willow trees. Many peasants
had a superstitious avoidance of willow trees – they were said to
be the favoured haunting places for ghosts. Kitsune Sura had no
time for such nonsense. She walked along beneath the trees, head
down, brow furrowed, occasionally muttering to herself in
thought.

She swiped at a few weeds with
her spear. Chiri sped her pace, and caught up with Sura to march
with her.

The fox was clearly ridden by a
nagging, irritable mood. Chiri walked alongside with Bifuuko
gleaming in her hair and Daitanishi bobbing along beside her
head.

Sura gave a fretful sigh. Chiri
turned to her, eyes filled with quiet concern.

“Sura san – you have been very
silent. Is anything wrong?”

“What? No. I’m concentrating on
the case! Unlike some people...” The fox fretfully threw her spear
across her shoulders and scowled. “Kidnapping a child. That’s
low.”

“I thought you were not fond of
children?” Chiri gave her friend a considering glance. “This mood
is not because of Reiju san and Tonbo?”

“Eh? No!” Sura irritably waved
the thought away. She gave a frustrated sigh. “Let’s just find this
kid.”

They walked onward along the
road ahead of Kuno and Tonbo. Sura sighed again and frowned down.
She picked at the edges of the puzzle with her thoughts.

“No demands have been issued.
Why haven’t they sent a ransom demand?”

It was a nagging thought.
Kitsune Sura scowled, wondering what exactly had happened to little
Tosakingyo Chōisai.

A dozen paces behind Chiri and
Sura, Kuno and Tonbo pondered the same question. Kuno frowned, then
looked off towards the river as he walked.

Two old men were sitting on a
rock, companionably fishing by casting little nets into the river.
Both were clearly overjoyed, having just landed considerable fish.
They measured the wiggling fish with a length of cord, wrote a
record on a wooden board beside them, then both men carefully
released the captured fish back into the water. They watched their
catches disappear and clapped each other on the back happily.

Kuno and Tonbo diverted from
the main path and walked up to greet the two old men. The fishermen
bowed to the two samurai, who bowed in return. Asodo Kuno looked at
the men in great interest.

“Honoured grandfathers… Please
excuse me, but I have noticed that you return the fish you catch to
the river. This is quite unusual.”

The closer of the old men had a
wispy white beard and eyebrows of extraordinary length. He nodded
in thoughtful acquiescence, before speaking in a wheezing, husky
voice.

“Yes, samurai. It is out of
respect for our local samurai family. They are carp spirits, and
greatly beloved. No one would want to risk harming them or their
visiting relatives – and so we eat no fish.”

Kuno was profoundly impressed.
“The entire village respects fish in this manner?”

The second old fisherman wore
the cap and ink-stained robes of a scholar. He wrinkled his nose in
thought.

“The true villagers do,
oh traveller.” The man shot a glare of distaste to a point further
up the river, clucking his tongue in annoyance. “There are
newcomers who show entirely less reverence.”

Tonbo listened with
interest.

“Where?”

The first old man looked at
Kuno and Tonbo. He seemed to approve of their good manners. He
wheezed as he showed the samurai the quiet lands beside the
river.

“This is an area famous for its
carp, samurai. Several breeders of ornamental goldfish have always
lived here. But recently, goldfish have become high fashion.” The
old man shook his head at the strange ways of the world. “We have
many wealthy visitors these days.”

Kuno was quite amazed. He
stroked at his moustache and looked at the old men in
bemusement.

“Fish are a fashion?”

The old scholar shook his head
in absolute disapproval. “Truly, samurai, you have not lived until
you have seen these fools prancing about and boasting of their
collections.” The scholar jerked his chin off towards the far end
of the village road. “Down there is the worst of them all. Gujo. He
has driven almost all of the traditional old breeders out of
business!”

Interesting… Kuno looked off
down the road, and then turned to the old men once again.

“Tell me, honoured
grandfathers… Where would one go to buy medicine for fish?”

“To Gujo, samurai san.” The
fisherman with the long eyebrows made a noise of extreme
disapproval. “His wages are high enough to have brought all the
experts into his employ.”

Kuno bowed to the men.

“Thank you, my friends. Your
advice has been most helpful.”

The fisherman with the majestic
eyebrows bid the travellers farewell.

“Good fortune, samurai!”

Chiri and Sura had stopped to
wait in the road ahead. Tonbo and Kuno walked up to them, cresting
a hummock in the road. From atop the rise, they could see a little
village just beyond.

A large walled compound stood
just nearby. A stream carried water to the yard, and shady trees
grew in great profusion. A wide wooden gate had been carved with
images of happy goldfish, and brightly painted fish kites streamed
from poles mounted along the walls. Kuno and Tonbo looked the place
over from afar – somewhat put off by the place’s air of wealth and
gaucherie.

Kuno scowled and stroked at his
chin.

“Gujo?”

Tonbo gave a nod. “Gujo.”

Despite the gaudy décor, it
seemed to be the best place to begin their inquiries. Kuno led the
way onwards down the road.

The pathway from the road to
Gujo’s gate had been lined with stones. A row of cherry trees
shaded the drive – all now budding with hard, tiny little fruit.
The Spirit Hunters walked up the path and into a garden space
filled with the restful sound of running water.

A wide yard had been filled
with enormous earthenware tubs. Long bamboo pipes ran above the
tubs, each trickling water into the tub beneath. In other areas,
ponds were set into the ground. The entire yard was screened from
above by nets stretched tight between shady trees.

Two shapely young women in
bright robes and full makeup hastened forward from the building
just beyond. They both bowed low, their voices chanting in perfect,
musical unison to greet their new guests.

“Welcome, valued customers!
Welcome to Gujo’s world of fish!” One girl brightly bowed again.
The air tingled to the scent of her perfume. “Please allow us to
serve you!”

Kuno kept to an air of genteel
dignity. He faced the two women with calm, measured manners. His
pink-laced armour clanked softly as he bowed.

“Greetings. I am Asodo Kuno,
Imperial deputy. I wish to speak to Gujo san, if he is at
leisure.”

The two women showed great
delight. They modestly shielded themselves behind painted fans –
each depicting extremely strange goldfish. The first girl looked
upon Kuno with respectful pleasure.

“Gujo san is always free for
such a distinguished customer!”

The second girl elegantly
motioned towards a nearby porch.

“Please be seated. Tea and
sweets are provided for all our noble clients. Gujo san shall soon
be with you.”

Sura sparked up at the mention
of sweets. But suddenly she caught sight of the goldfish in the tub
nearest to her.

A great flabby pudding of a
fish emerged up out of the gloom to stare owlishly at her. The fish
had great fluid filled bubbles beneath its eyes, and seemed to have
far less fins than were quite right. The thing moved with a
sickening shimmy. Sura stared, caught somewhere between fascination
and aversion.

“What the hell is that?”

The nearest greeting girl ran
happily over and gestured at the wobbling mutant fish.

“That is part of our specialty
range. A highly fashionable breed from the far island of Izu.” The
woman seemed utterly thrilled by the fish. “It is a ‘floating
cloud’ carp. Very rare! Perfect to bedazzle your guests!”

“If they don’t just hit it with
a stick!” Sura kept staring at the ghastly fish. Suddenly she
recoiled away. She felt physically sick. “Oh ick! Oh – its eyes are
wobbling!”

A voice came carolling out from
the far end of the yard, it’s source unclear amongst the forest of
pots and urns.

“Noble guests! Noble guests,
noble guests, noble guests…”

A little round man with a great
grinning head came hastening from the back of the establishment. He
was scarcely taller than the goldfish tubs all about him. The man
waved a fan for attention as he scuttled eagerly out from
underneath the water pipes.

“Noble priestess! Honoured
samurai! My Lady Nezumi. Your discerning tastes have led you well.
Welcome to my establishment! Welcome! Welcome!” The little man
bowed to one and all, radiating enthusiasm. He waved merrily to the
fish tub beside Kitsune Sura. “You are right to be shocked by the
variety you see here! Gujo’s is a legend across the sacred isles!
Here we have the most fantastic, the rarest, the most unusual! Here
we have the latest, most fashionable breeds from the capital –
unusual breeds imported from exotic lands! Breeds that will thrill
your guests and wrack rival collectors with pangs of jealousy!”

The little man led Tonbo towards one of
the ponds. Kuno nodded, then leaned in to quietly speak into Sura’s
pointed ear.

“He is under the misapprehension that
we are customers. I must enlighten him.”

Sura put a hand against Kuno’s heart.
“Not so fast! This calls for charm, sophistication and bald-faced
lying.” The fox immediately swept forward. “I’ll handle it!”

Kuno rubbed at his temples. He flicked
an anxious glance to Chiri.

“I hate it when she says that…”

Sleeves fluttering and fangs flashing,
Sura swept over to Gujo. She clapped the man joyously upon the
shoulder.

“Gujo san, your establishment’s
reputation fails to do you credit! Never have I seen such splendid
specimens.”

The little man puffed up with absolute
pride.

“But these are only a few of our
varieties.” Gujo linked arms with Sura, tugging her towards the
rear of the yard. “Come, honoured guests! Please stroll with me so
that I may show you our most prized acquisitions.”

Gujo led his guests through ranks of
gigantic fish tubs, while maids scuttled along behind bearing
little trays of cakes and tea. Sura kept a pleased and fascinated
expression upon her face, while somehow managing to avoid several
fish dragged out of her deepest nightmares. Gujo, however, seemed
determined to show her the most bizarre, the weirdest, the very
oddest creatures ever to blunder through the deeps. The little man
made certain that the fox had a cake in hand and a view of his most
outrageous specimens.

“Gujo’s! Land of dreams! Here, honoured
guests, we breed fish into spectacular new shapes.” He hustled Sura
toward a tank that stood in pride of place beneath a willow tree.
“Through selective breeding and a sense of high art, we create not
fish, but living, moving sculptures! Artworks to grace the palaces
of the mighty!”

The group of fish inside the urn were
great blinking things with eyes like plums and tails like the robes
of a drowned mother-in-law. Sura kept well back and away from the
rim.

“Uh, yes! Quite so!” The fox moved Gujo
back towards the realm of more balanced, attractive and sensible
fish. “And you even have carp spirits as the local samurai! Tell
me, are they your patrons?”

Gujo positively overflowed with
pride.

“We rank them amongst our customers,
priestess! Why only last week, the carp lady herself came to
consult with me on medicines and health!”

Sura looked back towards the tubs of
weird mutant fish.

“And they approve of… this?”

“Of course, my lady! Who could possibly
find fault with my little beauties?” The man waved his fan. “Any
rumours of harsh words between us and the Tosakingyo family have
been grossly misrepresented!”

“Of course! Of course.”

Sura paused and examined the many
dozens of fish tubs. She thoughtfully swirled her tail.

“Gujo san – my temple finds itself
faced with a problem. We are a water temple, and great face has
always been gained from our peerless water gardens.” The fox
manoeuvred Gujo out of Kuno’s earshot. “A rival temple claims that
it has the purest, most astonishing shade of gold bred into its new
pond carp. They claim these creatures are almost as long as an arm!
Their abbot comes to visit us soon. Where might we find a fish that
can out do their so-called prodigy?”

Gujo sighed heavily.

“Ah… Alas, there is no such fish,
priestess. For a creature of that size, you would need a spirit of
the carp themselves! And even they are rarely so pure in colour.
There is probably no more than one such creature in all the
empire.”

Sura stroked her chin. “But there is
one?”

“As I have said, my lady – it is not a
fish, but a person.” Gujo was enraptured – utterly worshipful. “The
son of Lady Tosakingyo is a child so perfect in his beauty that he
is said to be a gift from the gods.” The man gave another sigh.
“Alas, I have only been vouched a single chance to see this
prodigy. I treated the child only last week – and truly, he was
beyond perfection.”

“And yet he was ill? He needed
treatment?”

Gujo nodded.

“A stomach complaint caused by bad
food. Children will eat such trash! I provided her ladyship with
our own finest fish food, and a stomach medicine of the highest
quality.” Gujo waved a hand. “As I was telling another fair guest
only yesterday, our medicines for carp are beyond compare! I am
certain her ladyship has had splendid results by now.”

Sura quirked up one ear.

“A lady was here asking about the
golden carp child? What did she look like?”

The little man put a hand across his
mouth in embarrassment.

“Forgive me! I have said too much! Hush
hush – my lips are sealed!” Gujo nervously fluttered his fan and
attempted to be the very heart and soul of discretion. “Understand,
priestess, that discretion is an integral part of our service to
our customers! Rivalry and intrigue are the piquant sauce that
spices up the entire hobby!” Gujo gave a bow. “It therefore pains
me to say that I cannot recall the lady’s name or face. I hope you
will understand.”

The fox pressed forward. “But she was
asking after the carp child’s health?”

Gujo crossed his hands across his heart
and wore an expression of apology. “I deeply regret that I cannot
recall our conversation.” The man clapped his fan into his hands
and pointed over towards the nearby fish tubs. “Now then! We do
have some extraordinary new breeds. Even the emperor’s ministers
have not yet seen our latest. We might not be able to match your
rivals in size and colour, but we can awe them with the pure art of
shape and form!”

A bevvy of newcomers appeared at the
gate – a high-ranking samurai escorting a grand, silk-bedecked
matron and a pair of young women. The two greeting girls cruised
forward to meet the new guests, ushering them towards the porch
where refreshments were waiting. The new arrivals clearly came with
a great deal of money in hand. They also had come with a pair of
pack horses equipped with huge empty wooden tubs on either side of
their packs. Gujo started at the new customers, instantly alive
with interest.

“I see new customers are arriving.
Please take your ease amongst our ponds. Our prices for these fish
would be in the range of ten koku.”

Sura felt a shock run through her from
nose to tail.

“Ten…!” She somehow managed to keep a
straight face and a semblance of calm. “Yes! Quite within our
budget. Allow me to wander the fish ponds with my associates and
see if any of your new breeds catch our eye.”

Gujo bowed and hastened off to meet
with his latest visitors. Tonbo, meanwhile, peered into one of the
tubs and inspected a bug-eyed fish. He pondered for a moment, then
reached into his pack for coloured paper. He began to carefully
fold an origami of the fish, working with careful precision.

Chiri and Kuno walked along the rows of
tanks, looking down into the waters. Kuno examined a shoal of
goldfish coloured a smoky bronze – creatures that had been bred
with great broad bodies and no dorsal fins.

The samurai planted his fists upon his
hips and gazed down at the fish in disapproval.

“Art has made these creatures almost
untenable.” He nodded slowly. “I believe I shall write a poem on
the subject.”

Sura looked out from around a tub. “Not
now – you’ll scare the fish!”

She was too late: Kuno was already in
the grip of inspiration. The man cleared his throat, then struck a
meaningful pose.

“Ah!” He raised one hand.

 


“Fish fish. Very weird.

Googly eyes and strange of
fin.

Doesn’t swim so good…”

 


Sura sat and leaned against a
pot.

“I may weep openly.”

Gujo had taken his new guests
to show them his latest acquisitions. The two greeter girls
remained behind, looking a little tired. One gathered up empty cups
and trays, while another began washing teacups in a little trough
of water. Chiri wandered over with her little elementals bobbing in
the air beside her. She very kindly helped the girls gather up
their trays.

Chiri handed the taller of the
two women a cup that had been hidden down between two goldfish
tubs.

“Greetings, maiden san. I was
wondering whether you are on duty here every day?”

The elegant greeter girl had
rolled back her sleeves. She paused in her work, looking just ever
so slightly harassed.

“I am, honoured guest. It is a
good job, except on days when Gujo insists we clean the
filters.”

There were an awful lot of
dishes – there seemed to be a stack left over from several lunches,
and also breakfast and dinner dishes only just been carried out to
the tub. The girl sighed unhappily. Chiri bowed to her, and held up
her hands.

“Please – allow me.”

The rat spirit interlaced her
fingers. Her magical power sparkled gently all about her, tingling
down to light the waters that glimmered all around her.

 


“Little friends from water’s
dream.

I beg you, please help a friend
to clean!”

 


A pair of water elementals
peeked up from the water tubs nearby. The two little creatures
plunged into the wash tub and began thrashing about and gleefully
washing all the dishes. The greeting girl sat back, quite
astonished. She beamed as she saw her tedious work being handled in
a trice.

“Amazing!” The girl bowed to
Chiri, now utterly pleased. “Thank you, thank you traveller
san!”

As the water elementals danced
and thrashed, the girl carefully removed clean dishes from the tub
and inserted more that needed washing. Chiri sat beside her, happy
that the girl was so well pleased.

“Please forgive me, but I am
aiding a person in great distress. It would help me immensely if
you could tell me something about the woman who visited here
yesterday. Gujo san said she was a wealthy customer?”

The greeting girl gave a
shiver, and shot a fearful glance towards the gate.

“Alas, I would be too
frightened to spread gossip, honoured guest. The lady in question
has a duelling scar upon her face. I fear she would do me
harm!”

Chiri pursed her mouth in
though. She leaned in, and sketched a line down the left side of
her own face.

“A scar like this?”

“Yes, lady…”

“Thank you, maiden san. You
have been most helpful.”

The water elementals finished
washing the dishes then skipped off over the pipes, peering down
into the tubs below until they disappeared from view.

Chiri whispered to Daitanishi
and Bifuuko. The two little creatures faded into the shadows,
flitting off to search beyond the walls. As the greeting girls
disappeared to prepare more snacks for visiting guests, Chiri
hastened back to her friends. She gathered them all up in the
shadow of a cherry tree, making certain that they were out of
Gujo’s sight.

Chiri kept a careful eye upon
the other customers.

“The greeting girls remember
the woman from yesterday.” Chiri ran a finger down one cheek. “She
had a scar along her face – like this.”

Kuno blinked.

“The ninja woman. The Akai Nami
ninja!”

Only a few weeks before, the
Spirit Hunters had tangled with the Akai-Nami secret society. The
ninja had been led by a woman – an aggressive, cold warrior. Sura
had cut the woman’s face with her spear. The Akai-Nami ninja had
been stealthy, vicious opponents. In the end, the Spirit Hunters’
victory was won by guile.

Chiri kept an eye upon the
shadows and walls.

“I believe so, Kuno san. The
kidnapping was no casual affair. Poisons, scouting – and total
silence. The ninja may be our culprits.” She nodded towards the
walls. “Bifuuko and Daitanishi are checking the area for
spies.”

Kuno nodded.

“An excellent precaution. Thank
you, Chiri san.”

Tonbo leaned upon his tetsubo,
brows creased in thought.

“Why would ninja steal a carp
spirit?”

Chiri looked back towards the
fish tubs.

“I have an inkling of an
idea.”

Sura thrashed her tail.

“Me too.” She thoughtfully
glanced from fish tub to fish tub. “Collectors… A collector would
do almost anything to get one up over their main rival…”

The fox moved forward. Gujo was
nearby with his other customers. Sura motioned for the man to join
her, and he hastened to her side.

Kitsune Sura walked with the
man, turning to inspect the rows of fish tubs. She gave a slow,
careful swish of her tail.

“Gujo san. My temple wishes
only the most expensive and magnificent fish. Tell me – what are
the highest priced fish that you can offer?”

Gujo was positively thrilled.
He grandly led the way over to a row of huge tubs made from
superbly glazed porcelain.

“Noble priestess! These here
are twenty five koku. And here, a new breed for fifty each! And
here – for two hundred koku…!” The man halted beside a tub filled
with vast great frilly fish. “…But no, I cannot offer
them.”

Sura gazed thoughtfully at the
fish.

“Why not?”

“Lord Bunjen has bought the
entire stock! Every single one!” Gujo seemed wonderfully happy with
the sale. He gave a rich, ripe chuckle. “His rival Lord Raiden
gives a water banquet in a few days’ time, and Lord Bunjen thus
prevents Lord Raiden from outdoing his own collection. Lord
Raiden’s fury will know no…” Gujo suddenly felt that he had
gossiped enough. He waved his fan as if to cover his indiscretion.
“I say too much! But these colourful rivalries are what make our
hobby of such interest! I’m sure you agree!”

The other customers were
calling. They had clearly made some interesting and expensive
selections. Gujo raced away once more. Sura turned to look at her
friends. They all shared the same cold thought.

Lord Raiden…

Bifuuko and Daitanishi
returned. The little rock shook his head – he had seen nothing
suspicious. The Spirit Hunters took their chance, and faded off and
back out through Gujo’s gate. They vanished off along the river
path.
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Chapter
3

Tosakingyo Manor had alert
retainers guarding the gates. Inside the walls, however, the place
was filled with a terrible sense of panic. Two carp samurai and a
page boy sat on the porch, looking rather lost – waiting in case
orders should be given. Neighbours had come to help man the walls
in the place of samurai and retainers who were off guarding the
borders against the Raiden.

The Spirit Hunters sat with
Tosakingyo Asuka and her husband, the samurai Tosukingyo Chikaaki.
Reiju attended the carp spirits – as ever offering comfort and
support.

Kuno bowed to the carp samurai,
greeting him as a colleague. He kept his voice calm, trying to
still the parents’ fears.

“Tosakingyo san. From your
description, the nun who visited you was most certainly this female
ninja. Clearly she was scouting out your house. This same woman was
seen at Gujo’s, disguised as a customer. She had been making
inquiries about your child’s sickness.” Kuno sat back and scowled.
“We have asked at the inn. The staff there say that a team of
lacquer merchants departed the inn before first light. The
stableboy carried a lantern to see them to the gate. They were
headed along the road into Raiden territory.” Kuno’s face was set.
“They had a woman with them answering the ninja’s description. They
have a cartload of jars and kegs, all easily large enough to be
carrying your son.”

Tosakingyo Chikaaki was a tall
man – handsome and self-possessed, with a steady, reliable air
about him. His hair was golden, and there were slight webs between
his fingers. He had removed his body armour, but still retained his
shin guards. He kept close by his wife, holding her hand. The
elegant leaves of their tails blended and interlaced.

The carp samurai leaned quietly
forward, listening carefully to his guests.

“Can you be sure that this
woman is really a ninja, Kuno san?”

“She has become recognisable to
those who know her, Tosakingyo san. Her facial scar is a
liability.”

Kitsune Sura cracked her
knuckles.

“You ought to see where I’m
planning to give her the next one…”

Her long tail gave an
expressive thrash.

Chiri kept calm and spoke to
the carp spirits with quiet certainty.

“We have asked amongst the fish
traders. Lord Raiden is the most avaricious of the fish fanciers.
We believe that he plans to belittle his rivals by displaying
Chōisai as part of his collection. He has the resources and the
honourless cunning to steal your son.” The rat spirit bowed.
“Forgive me – but I believe your son has been taken to Lord
Raiden’s castle.”

The carp woman sagged. She
stared at the tatami mats, absolutely lost and empty.

“Then we are lost…”

Kuno gripped his sword.

“Please do not despair,
Tosakingyo san.” Kuno drew in a breath. He carefully considered
Lord Raiden, pondering the man. “I wonder at Lord Raiden’s
motivations. Would Chōisai not simply change into human form in a
few months’ time, and ruin his use as a fish?”

The carp samurai shook his
head.

“No, Kuno san. These formative
months are terribly important! Without us to guide him, he will
slip deeper and deeper into being a fish. Soon he will forget that
he has a human side at all!”

Sura nodded. “And Lord Raiden
gets a prize fish second to none. The most magnificent carp in the
empire. A prize now deep inside his castle…”

Reiju clenched her fists.
Beside her, Tosukingyo Chikaaki stared at the floor in anger. His
wife wept, covering her face with her sleeves. The mood was grim –
all save Sura, who was slyly flicking her tail.

Tonbo spoke, his voice huge and
strong.

“We must take action
immediately.” He flexed big hands inside their mail gauntlets. “Can
we intercept them upon the road?”

“No, this was a raid.” Sura
seemed quite undisturbed. “They’ll have cover parties behind them,
watching the road.”

The other Spirit Hunters
nodded. But Kuno scowled, trying to see a way to forge ahead.

Lord Raiden was new to his
position, and definitely no friend to the Spirit Hunters. The man
would definitely not respect the warrant of an Imperial Deputy.
Kuno slowly clenched his hand about his sword.

“Lord Raiden is one of the
great nobles. We cannot simply demand the return of Chōisai. He
would deny all knowledge. Nor can we insist on searching his
castle.”

Sura seemed curiously happy
with the state of affairs. The fox gleefully rubbed her hands.

“Absolutely! You’re right. We
cannot be impolite. We cannot risk a breach of etiquette.”

Kuno sat up and favoured the
happy fox with a withering glare.

“You’re going to suggest we
just sneak into the place and steal Chōisai back, aren’t you?”

The fox opened her arms to
welcome Kuno into her heart. “See? The pure, Zen-like simplicity of
my thinking is finally rubbing off on you!” Sura pretended to wipe
a tear out of her eyes.

“I’m so proud…!”

Tonbo bowed firmly to the carp
spirits, armour clanking all about him as he moved.

“Tosakingyo san, Lady
Tosakingyo. We shall return with your child as swiftly as we
can.”

The carp samurai bowed
respectfully in reply.

“Can we not send some men to
assist you? You may need swordsmen!” The man reached for his
armour. “I must come with you, of course.”

Tonbo sternly shook his head.
“You must not. You have your duty to your lord.”

Kuno quite agreed.

“My colleague is correct,
Tosakingyo san. In an endeavour such as this, speed and secrecy are
our best weapons. Chōisai will be safer if we go alone.”

Kuno produced a sealed, folded
letter. He slid it over and into Tosukingyo Chikaaki’s hands.

“You will be of most service to
your son if you have your best man deliver this letter. Give it to
the recipient’s hands and none other. It is vital.”

The carp samurai took charge of
the letter, looked at the official seal and the address, then
reverently bowed.

“My brother will take it at
once! Thank you, Kuno san.”

“We will depart immediately.”
Kuno bowed to the carp spirits. “Please be comforted. We shall use
all of our strength to assist you!”

The Spirit Hunters took their
leave. They rose and moved through the house and onto the porch,
where their travelling gear awaited them. The maids had brought
them traveling rations, and even a bottle of plum wine, presenting
it solemnly to the fox.

Reiju came out to stand with
her four friends. She glanced back at the house, then quietly
conferred with the others.

“Are you quite certain that you
want to risk this? How can you break into a castle?”

Tonbo shrugged.

“Sura will have a plan. Never
fear.”

The fox waved a hand in the
air: she was busily stowing wine and food inside her pack.

“Yo! Plan is made!”

“Really?” Chiri looked up in
amazement. “So swiftly?”

Sura swung her pack up onto her
back. “Sure! It’s a fox thing.”

Tonbo nodded, quite
satisfied.

Reiju hesitated. She finally
drew in a breath and reached into her sleeve. She drew forth a
carefully folded letter, heavy with official seals. She presented
the paper to Tonbo.

“My temple gave me this letter
to help me on my journey. It states that the bearer is on a special
mission for the Sword Temple, and asks for assistance. Perhaps it
might help you in some small way.”

The gentle priestess faced her
friends and bowed.

“Good luck, my friends.”

Tonbo put his tetsubo beneath
his arm, and bowed to her in return.

“Goodbye, Reiju san.”

The four Spirit Hunters
shouldered their burdens and turned towards the road. Foot soldiers
hastened forward to open the gate and see them on their way.

Sura forged ahead – already
deep in discussion with Kuno and Chiri, outlining her ideas. Tonbo
brought up the rear. He drew out the travel papers given to him by
Reiju and once again looked over the seals.

Reiju had tucked an origami
goldfish in amongst the papers. Tonbo took the goldfish and looked
at it in fond pleasure. He put it carefully into his belt pouch,
slid the travel papers in beside it, then turned to catch up with
the others.

There were still three hours
until sunset. The Spirit Hunters moved through the village and into
the fields, marching onward toward the high green hills beyond.

 


 


The Spirit Hunters walked off
the beaten track – on and over rolling hills covered in oceans of
long, waving grass. They moved into a pass that ran through a long
range of ambling, grass-covered mountains. Sura’s tail waved like a
flag, flashing amidst the surging stems. She kept the group well
hidden behind hill crests, paralleling the far distant road.

At night, they camped down in a
hollow with their cooking fire well hidden. The carp spirits had
provided them with fresh vegetables, cooked wild boar and preserved
meat. They ate a feast under the stars with the open sky as their
ceiling and tall trees as the pillars of their hall.

They re-joined the road next
day, wandering in from a side path that led to a pair of rustic
farms. Chiri and Sura kept their identities somewhat concealed,
wearing broad hats to hide their faces and ears, and keeping their
tails well out of view. Kuno and Tonbo left off their armour and
carried it bundled up in packs between them on a bundle of poles –
a bundle that included Tonbo’s tetsubo and Sura’s spear.

There was traffic on the summer
road. Peddlers and merchants, farmers and wandering entertainers.
There were also a surprising number of pilgrims, all heading on
towards the mountain: merry monks, far travelled, all dressed with
knotted head scarves or natty little round hats. The monks were
bright, loud and all armed to the teeth with naginata, spears and
nagemaki. They also carried a great deal of sakē, and cheerfully
shared it with Sura and her companions.

The pilgrims were a merry band,
many of them carrying little drums. At rest stops along the road
they drummed and danced – sometimes with weapons and sometimes with
sakē bottles in hand. Much to Kuno’s surprise, they clapped him
upon the shoulders and presented him with a strip of dried spiced
meat. The samurai moved aside to sit upon a log beside Sura and
Chiri, watching the pilgrims in uncertain disapproval.

“They are extraordinary
dancers.” Kuno was a tad confused. “Surely monks upon a sacred path
should show more decorum in their behaviour?”

Sura was thoroughly enjoying a
strip of dried meat. It was oddly tender, and beautifully
marinated. “Oh these are yamabushi! Not Buddhists. They’re
kind of shamans. Pre-Shinto. Real old school. They drop in on Fox
Mountain all the time. We’re one of their pilgrim stops.”

The copper coin dropped. Kuno
turned and looked at the monks with new respect.

“Aaah! These are the
yamabushi?” The sect was famous but reclusive, keeping to their
mountain fortresses. Their skills with sword and spear were
legendary. “I am told they are masterful fighters.”

Sura waved her dried meat idly
at the monks. “Well – they got their spear skills from the Kitsune,
and their sword stuff from the crows. Dunno where the naginata
stuff all came from – but they transmitted most of that to the old
heroes back in the way-back-when. That’s how everyone had the
skills to face the Oni demons!” The fox knocked upon Kuno’s skull.
“Do they not teach history where you guys come from?”

Chiri had kept her elementals
carefully out of view. She quietly leaned in to Kuno and nodded
towards the monks.

“Much of the magical discipline
of the Shugenja descends from the ancient mountain hermits, Kuno
san – men guarded by the yamabushi. They are warriors, but they are
also holy men.”

A monk danced up and pressed
his sakē bottle into Sura’s hands, bidding her match him drink for
drink. Kuno could only blink.

“Holy?”

Sura drained the bottle and
gave a dazed sigh.

“Aaah – there’s nothing like
that old-time religion!”

It was time to move on: Sura
was already blushing pink with drink: song and dance would surely
follow. Tonbo urged his companions to their feet. They walked
onwards, leaving the pilgrims to their slower progress, and made
their way up the steepening road.

The border
into the Raiden lands was closed off with a tax gate set across the
road. A group of armed retainers levied a road toll upon goods and
travellers. Out in the hills far beyond, a group of four splendidly
armoured horsemen galloped to the crest of a hill, scanning
the lands beyond: the Raiden were
patrolling their borders with great aggression.

The tax barrier was manned by four foot
soldiers and a very bored samurai. The samurai sat in a hut
drinking sakē, while two of his men collected copper coins at the
barrier. The other two were sitting at a fireplace cooking rice and
boiling tea. Their long spears had been stacked against the nearby
wall beside the samurai’s horse – a great glossy black creature
with a nervous twitch to its hide.

The traffic
came in fits and starts – two roads joined just near the tax
barrier, and one of these was popular with merchants. The Spirit
Hunters fell in between a gaggle of yamabushi and a procession of
pack horses laden with boxes, rolls and bales.

Even though the Spirit Hunters were in
disguise, it seemed best to slip past the border unremembered and
unremarked. Sura whispered to Chiri, and Chiri whispered to
Daitanishi and Bifuuko. The two little elementals snuck off subtly
into the weeds, and by a circuitous route, they slid into hiding
near the far side of the tax collector’s shed. Bifuuko pottered
thoughtfully about, then carefully untied the rope that kept the
samurai’s horse hitched to its rail.

As Sura and her friends approached the
guards to each pay their copper coin, Daitanishi banged himself
into the neat stack of spears. The weapons clashed and clattered to
the ground with a great unholy noise. Spears crashed down onto the
horse. The horse reared, flailed its hooves and began bucking and
leaping about in panic. The samurai leapt to his feet, shouting to
his men. The two cooks leapt up in panic, waving their hands and
trying to seize the horse. The creature backed away, crashing its
backside into the shed and almost collapsing one wall.

In mere seconds, the little tax barrier had
become absolute pandemonium. The pack horses shied – yamabushi
crowed and cheered as the Raiden retainers ran about trying to
seize the horse. The samurai was on his backside, while beside him
the rice boiled over.

The two toll collectors at the gate wavered,
trying to help shoo the horse away from the crumbling shed. Tonbo
held back one of the toll collectors and firmly pushed four coins
into the man’s hand. The man nodded and waved them hastily through,
his attention entirely centered on the antics of the horse. The
Spirit Hunters walked past the barrier and onwards down the road,
going quite casually on their way.

Daitanishi and Bifuuko zoomed low through
the roadside grass, then slipped up into Chiri’s sleeves. The
little elementals wriggled and emerged from her cleavage, settling
themselves beneath the shelter of Chiri’s big straw hat.

Sura leaned in to nod congratulations to the
elementals.

“You guys do good work!”

Daitanishi and Bifuuko settled into place,
basking in the praise. Bifuuko buzzed her wings – looking decidedly
smug.

The Spirit Hunters walked onwards, moving
steadily up the road.

The wide, flat pass led between great
grass-covered mountains to the east and west. It drove past samurai
estates filled with energetic horsemen and stern foot soldiers –
past little villages each with their ring of fields. Lord Raiden’s
castle lay three hours’ walk beyond, sitting atop a great,
square-sculpted hill.

They walked through the last long hours of
the day. Finally they threaded upwards through quiet fields and
woods, pushing through a tangle of hawthorn maple. The evening sun
hung low and brooding red behind the western mountains. The Spirit
Hunters moved up through the shadows of a hill crest half a ri from
the castle, and looked the place over from afar.

The castle was formidable.

The fortress was designed to control the
mountain pass. Hill slopes had been sculpted into sheer, steep
gradients and topped with palisades. An outer bailey surrounded an
inner fortress upon higher sections of the hill – and inside these
higher sections were actual stone-faced walls. There were elaborate
residential buildings just beyond. There was even a platform used
as a ‘moon viewing’ tower.

The broad lower bailey was filled with
flowering trees, and extensive gardens. The castle was clearly used
as a luxurious residence. Water flowed out under the walls in a
considerable gush from a narrow culvert, splashing down to join an
overgrown stream three hundred paces from the lower walls.

A large
village clustered at the crossroads by the castle. But of far more
interest to Sura was a little Shinto shrine set back amongst the
woods. There was a red-painted torii gate and a solemn little hall.
But behind the hall were humbler buildings: a house for the
priests, a house for the acolytes, sheds laden with sacred sakē
barrels, garden sheds and laundry hanging from wooden poles. The
fox looked the place over from afar, and rubbed her hands together
in satisfaction.

“Excellent! We’re in business!”

Kuno kept
carefully behind cover, examining the castle walls. The garrison
must have numbered in its thousands. “We have a plan?”

“Always! The fox is svelte – the fox is
wise!” Sura tugged on her breastplate, and began moving sideways
through the weeds. “Right! Shrine – then dinner and a nap! Come
on!”

Kuno flicked a glance at Chiri and Tonbo,
then hastened after Sura. He viewed the fox with great suspicion.
“

“What do we need with a shrine?”

“Stuff! You’ll love it!” The fox took charge
of her spear. “Keep an eye open for samurai. We don’t want to
tangle with a patrol.”

Down they went, heading for the shrine. All
about them, the countryside lit its lamps and stoked its kitchen
fires, making ready for the warm summer evening to come.

 


 


The still night was horribly humid. Close,
thick air held onto the heat. Crickets in the undergrowth raised a
constant trill of sound. Up on the battlements, foot soldiers
walked slowly back and forth, keeping guard through the long hour
before midnight. Up in the higher castle, lights still burned
bright: distant music showed that Lord Raiden and his hatamoto were
still being entertained.

Out in the cleared land beyond the walls, a
team of mounted Raiden samurai splashed across a stream. They moved
towards the dark edges of the wood beyond, quietly patrolling, eyes
scanning the shadows by the empty roads. Hooves thumped on dry
ground, and then the mounted samurai vanished into the gloom.

A sleek little white rat and a green-eyed
fox poked their heads up and out of the grass. Chiri and Sura, both
in animal form, glanced swiftly about the open ground and saw that
the coast was clear. With Bifuuko and Daitanishi wafting along
beside them, they made their way off through tussocks of grass,
tails swishing, feeling full of cunning. They flitted over to the
edge of the first steep hill slope and hid themselves carefully in
the weeds.

There was at least a hundred paces of steep
slope ahead, leading to white-plastered palisades. The castle
towers each held a pair of archers who looked off towards the
distant fields. But there was plenty of grass and weed patches
growing all over the hill slopes: cover a-plenty for an industrious
pair of animal spirits. Sura and Chiri moved carefully up the
slope, stealthily slipping from shadow to shadow, rising higher and
higher above the fields.

It was a stiff climb. The two animals
flattened themselves against the palisades at the crest and caught
their breaths. Sura checked the position of the guards. Beside her,
Chiri looked up, scanning the open skies. Sura frowned at her and
hissed.

“What are you looking for?”

“Owls.” The rat craned about, resuming her
search. “There might be owls…”

“Owls?” The fox turned to eagerly look at
the nearby airspace. “Oooh – I could do with a nice owl! Bet you
could eat it like duck! I could try my special recipe – with that
wild honey glaze.”

“I am begging you – please attempt no more
special recipes.” Chiri scanned the far-off moat for any sign of
patrols. “Kuno quite damaged his mouth.”

“What – on the berry garnish?”

“They were not berries. They were bees!” The
rat glowered. “All you did was mush a bee hive over the whole
thing, once it was done.”

“Hmm Well, I’m still working on the fine
details of the whole thing…” Sura watched distant sentries march
away to another section of wall. “We’re clear. Right! Daitanishi –
do your thing!”

The little rock rose up into the air beneath
one of the arrow slits that pierced the palisade. Sura made a
spring up the wall, standing on the little earth elemental as she
clawed her way in through the slit. The inner wall was clear and
empty – but Sura’s backside was stuck. The fox flailed her back
legs, trying to get purchase, but was awkwardly caught hanging half
way through.

Chiri had simply climbed the outer wall and
scuttled daintily through another arrow slit. She landed on the
walkway and came twittering over towards Sura, her pink tail
curling and Bifuuko whirring along beside her. They both stopped
and regarded Sura’s front end with amusement. The fox glared and
irritably thrashed her paws.

“Little help?”

Daitanishi came to the rescue. The rock
elemental backed off, then shot forwards and banged hard into
Sura’s rear. The fox fell through the other side of the arrow slit,
right onto her face – a most undignified position. The rock flitted
down to look at her, and Sura gave a sigh.

“Thanks, man. Appreciate it.”

The enemy were far off in the midnight
gloom. Behind the wall, a broad, flat strip of land was dotted here
and there with tall archery towers. There were a few archers
walking the wall a hundred paces away, and a group of foot soldiers
were sitting about a camp fire, playing dice.

Faint music drifted from the castle’s upper
bailey. Lord Raiden and his hatamoto were still awake and being
entertained. Sounds of distant laughter echoed in the breeze.

A line of tall trees had been planted twenty
paces behind the walls to screen the barracks beyond from arrow
fire. Sura, Chiri and the two elementals moved across the open
ground with fluid stealth. They reached the dark shadows of the
trees and sank down amongst the roots, watching carefully –
listening to movements out in the gloom.

A formation of spearmen marched past the
tree line. In buildings beyond, common foot soldiers in their
hundreds were fast asleep. More luxurious quarters housed samurai,
and large stables were filled with horses. Chiri and Sura carefully
crossed the space right behind the spearmen as they passed by, and
vanished beneath the raised floors of the samurai quarters. They
crossed beneath the buildings, then under a wooden walkway, moving
towards the gardens in the west.

A section of the bailey had been sealed off
with bamboo walls and planted with broad, shady trees. Sura
sniffed, smelling the clear scent of water. She led the others
carefully along the edge of a bath house, halting at the edge of a
broad, well-kept path.

A small gate led through the fence at the
far side of the path. Sura looked out carefully at the open ground.
There was nothing in view except a pile of wood close by the bath
house, and a little pile of wooden buckets.

The coast was clear. Chiri moved forward,
then flitted out into the path.

Quite suddenly, a light shone out into the
path. Chiri froze.

Two drunken samurai emerged from a nearby
hut. The door was open, sending a stream of lamp light shining out
into the road. Chiri’s white fur stood out bright against the
dust.

Sura shot out of cover. In one great silken
leap, she completely covered Chiri and tucked the white tip of her
own tail out of sight. She lay flat in the dusty road down in a
wheel rut, utterly still, keeping her face turned away from the
light in case it sparked reflection from her eyes.

The two samurai clomped down out of their
hut. They walked to the bath house and called out to the other
huts. When there was no answer, one pulled open the bath house door
and peered inside, holding up a lantern to light the way. But the
bath fires were apparently out – the water was too cold.

The two
samurai walked to the woodpile, only a few paces from Sura and
Chiri. Both men peered under the bath house to look at the
fireplace under the tub. One poked at the cold coals, while another
took a pull from his sakē jug.

“Ah, you’ll never get it going!”

“Damn! Cold as a frog spirit’s arse!”

Finally the
men gave up and turned away. They caught sight of another man some
distance off, near the trees. The samurai wandered towards him,
laughing drunkenly as they went.

Sura carefully looked up. Chiri peeked out
from beneath her. With Daitanishi and Bifuuko covering the rear,
they moved swiftly into the dark shadows of the bamboo wall.

Wriggling beneath the gate, they slipped out
into a world of splashing water and black, looming trees.

A wide courtyard was filled with ranks of
huge glazed earthenware tubs. A spring from the upper hill had been
tapped, and bamboo pipes ran above the tubs, trickling water down
into each container. Little side holes in the pots trickled out the
overflow, keeping the water level far below the rims. The ground
was covered with gravel and large stones. Run-off trickled away to
be caught by a ditch, that carried the water off in a stream
towards the outer fortress wall.

A single soldier walked through the expanse
of fish tubs, keeping guard with an air of utter boredom. The man
wore a short cuirass and a metal face guard for his forehead and
his cheeks. He hummed to himself and toed rocks with his sandals,
trying to pass a long and tedious midnight duty.

Sura and Chiri sat in the lower branches of
a thick, knotted old tree, looking out over the moonlit yard. Chiri
leaned in and whispered softly into Sura’s ear.

“This seems to be the correct
location. But what if Chōisai-chan has been taken to the lord’s
private compound?”

“So we’ll look there next!”
Sura peered off at the solitary guard. “Ooh! No helmet!”

Daitanishi immediately lifted
off from the branch and flashed through the air. He struck the
guard on the back of the head and knocked him out cold. Sura
gleefully leapt down from the tree. Chiri followed, scowling in
annoyance.

“I have an unnerving feeling
that you are bad for my karma…”

The two animal spirits
shimmered and turned into their half human form, crouching naked
amongst the fish tubs. Sura ran over and threw off the unconscious
man’s armour, swiping his robe to cover herself. Chiri was utterly
scandalised. She hissed a whisper.

“Sura san – that is theft!”

“Hey – lady in distress here!
There’s a cold breeze blowing up the pass!” Something jingled. Sura
checked inside the robe’s sleeve and discovered half a dozen silver
coins. “Oooh! He has cash!”

“Sura!”

“What?” The fox looked over at
Chiri, quite confused. “Oh alright. You know, for a rat, you’re a
real prude…” Sura threw the guard’s under-robe to Chiri. “Let’s go.
You check right, I’ll take left!”

Sura peered into the nearest
huge pot. Large handsome catfish were swimming around at the bottom
of the tub, showing clearly in the moonlight. The fox was
immediately delighted.

“Oooh! Electric catfish! Those
are pretty neat! They use those to cure rheumatism!”

The rat gave Sura a scowl.

“Sura! Be quick!”

“All right all right all
right!” The fox gave a wave, then padded off down a vast row of
tubs.

Lord Raiden had a
serious thing for goldfish. There must have been two hundred
immense tubs in the courtyard. Sura peered down into pots one after
another, hoping the moon would yield enough light to see within.
But none of the fish seemed a likely candidate to be young Chōisai.
Several pots were filled with incredibly tiny fish fry – little
specks with eyes that came over to peer up curiously at their
visitor. Others held small fish no longer than Sura’s thumb. Things
were made more complicated by the strange higgledy-piggledy
arrangement of the tubs: neat ranks near the gate soon gave way to
weird clusters interrupted by trees, little equipment sheds and
wooden pillars that held aloft the ever-trickling water pipes.

After ten nerve-wracking,
silent minutes, there was still no sign of Chōisai. Sura peered
into a huge pot directly beneath a tree, trying to see down into
the black waters. She rapped on the side, hoping to draw the fish
up to the surface, but nothing seemed to arise.

Sura caught sight of another
knot of enormous tubs beneath a tricking line of pipes. She took a
swift look about the paths between the rows, but could see no sign
of guards. Ducking low, the fox spirit flitted off amongst the
pots, her long tail swishing in the dark.

One tub in particular caught
her attention – a magnificently glazed pot painted with symbols for
increase and good fortune. There was even a prayer rope tied about
the tub. Sura rubbed her hands together in satisfaction. She
silently crept to the pot and arose out of the shadows to peer down
into the water.

As her head rose over the rim
of the tub, she found herself looking into the shocked face of a
human – a man with a black cowl wrapped about his head, and jet
black clothing. Fox and human stared at one another in alarm.

Sura blinked, then pricked up
her ears and gave a wave.

“Hi! I’m a water fairy. Just
here to make sure the water here is clean.”

The human gaped at her in
shock. “You what?”

Sura sniffed at the water,
dabbled her fingers and gave a nod. “Well – everything’s in order
here. Now off you go before the guards arrive.”

The man in black stiffened,
then began to bluster.

“You there! What are you doing
here! This area is restricted!”

“Yeah! Restricted to ninja,
too!”

The ninja lifted his chin.

“I am an agent of Lord Raiden.
Explain yourself!”

The fox rose, her tail curling
in suspicion.

“If that’s true, why don’t you
call the guards?”

“I… I have no need to! I am the
guard!”

The ninja looked very different
to the Akai Nami ninja Sura had encountered in the past: his
headdress was more of a turban than a purpose-made hood. Sura
looked sharply at the man and pointed a finger.

“You’re not an Akai Nami!
You’re here to steal fish!”

The ninja hurled a wicked, leaf
shaped knife at Sura’s head. She blocked the whirring blade with a
pot lid, then flung the pot lid straight back at the ninja. The man
popped up from the tub just in time to take a face full of dirt and
gravel.

He fell back, wiping furiously
at his eyes as the unarmed fox spirit raced off between the pots.
Sura sped into the dark, zig-zagging madly as a pair of shuriken
flickered wildly after her, thudding into a cherry tree.

The fox was gone. The ninja
drew his sword and moved slowly, carefully into the dark spaces
between the tubs. The sound of trickling water came from every side
– tree boughs creaked and whispered. The man moved with savage,
intense stealth, carefully moving forward for the kill.

Something metallic rang softly
in the darkness. It sounded like a coin dropped from a careless
sleeve. The ninja sneered, turning to home in upon the sound. He
slunk forward in absolute silence, sword ready to run the fox
spirit through.

A silver coin glinted on the
ground beside a huge, broad fish tub. A hollow bamboo tube was
jutting up out of the water. The ninja smiled and carefully
approached the tub. He rose, poised his sword, then plunged it
violently down into the water, stabbing at the bamboo snorkel.

The man gave a strangled noise,
jerking wildly backwards as electric catfish in the tub
whip-cracked a shock up through the sword and into the ninja’s
body. The man fell, stunned. Sura sprang out of hiding behind a
nearby tub and banged a rock onto the man’s head, cackling with
glee.

Sura dragged the man back out
of sight between the pots – then had a sudden thought and searched
his robes. She came up with a knife, a tight package of silver
coins, and shiny new gold piece.

“Ha!”

Chiri popped out from behind
some fish tubs nearby. She cast a suspicious eye over the fox,
scuttling over to hiss a whisper in her ear.

“Quiet! You make too much
noise!”

“Sorry! Ninja moment!”

Chiri suddenly saw the
unconscious ninja splayed on the ground. “What did you just
do?”

“Double bluff and a whammy! I
made a decoy to draw him to the decoy, then zapped him with a
fish!” Sura saw that Chiri was confused. “What? It’s a fox thing!”
The fox spirit collected Chiri and the two elementals under her
wing. She gave the gold coin to Bifuuko to carry “Hey – there’s
some big tubs over here. I might have found the right one!”

Sura led the way swiftly back
over to the elaborately decorated fish tub where she had first
found the ninja. Chiri cling closely at her side.

“Sura, why was there a
ninja?”

“I think a rival lord is trying
to steal Chōisai.”

They reached the decorated tub
and leaned over to peer down into the depths.

There, shimmering in the
darkness, was a waft of perfect yellow-gold.

A fish swam within– a huge
goldfish with elegant fins. The creature’s colour was spellbinding
– pure gentle gold, glimmering with highlights that seemed to
sparkle with a life all of their own.

Utterly entranced, Sura and
Chiri stared down into the water in absolute wonder. Chiri
whispered in quiet, stunned reverence.

“Chōisai chan!”

They had to be out and gone.
The unconscious guard would awaken soon, and there was sure to be a
change of sentries sometime within the hour. Chiri leaned over the
tub and clicked her fingers, trying to coax the glorious fish up to
the surface.

“Chōisai! Chōisai chan! Here –
there’s a good boy!”

Sura looked back towards the
gate. She was certain that she could hear sandals marching on the
gravel road. “Grab him!”

“I need to coax him to the
surface… He’s gone deep again!”

“Then get in after him!”

Chiri made a face. “Eww! Into
fish water?”

“Don’t be such a baby!”

Chiri winced, but climbed up
and slipped gently into the huge tub, displacing a great splash of
water. Water splashed into her mouth, and the poor rat spirit spat
in revulsion.

“Lord Raiden’s filtration
system needs a little work.”

“Shh! Get the kid!”

Chiri dropped her head beneath
the surface of the reeking water, trying to shepherd Chōisai into
her arms. Finally she managed to take gentle hold of the young carp
spirit, coaxed him into her arms. The rat emerged from under the
water – bedraggled, discoloured, and talking firmly and calmly to
the great goldfish. She seemed to have established a good
rapport.

“That’s a good boy. We’re
taking you back to your mother. Remember mother?”

The fish immediately began to
wriggle about. Calming him, Chiri hoisted Chōisai up over the edge
of the tub. She handed the heavy, slippery fish carefully to Sura,
who cradled him carefully in her borrowed robe.

Chiri pulled herself dripping
from the tub – smelling of dank water and fish. With Daitanishi
covering the rear and Bifuuko scouting the way ahead, they ran
swiftly over to the ditch that drained water out and away from the
fish yard.

The ditch filled with a steady
stream that flowed all along the long edge of the yard, then ran
off beneath the bamboo wall and out into the castle’s outer
bailey.

The gates into the fish yard
suddenly scraped open. There was a tramp of feet as a samurai
archer marched four guards into the yard. They looked about –
clearly wondering where the sentry had gone.

The samurai barked orders,
calling for the missing guard. When there was no answer, the man
gestured to his foot soldiers. The men spread out, naginatas in
hand, pressing onward through the tubs to make a search.

Chiri and Sura kept low,
slipping quietly into the cold water in the ditch. They lowered the
fish into the water, keen to keep his gills wet, and the fish
thrashed mightily, splashing like mad. Chōisai made a bright, happy
noise of glee.

One of the foot soldiers caught
a hint of the noise. He turned and walked towards Chiri and Sura,
squinting as he tried to see into the pitch-black shadows.

Over amongst the tubs, the
ninja swayed to his feet, nursing his injured head. A foot soldier
caught sight of the man and gave a shout. The ninja turned and
fled. Three men ran after the black-clad figure, chasing him off an
over the bamboo wall.

The samurai summoned the man
who had been approaching the ditch, and together they raced to
Chōisai’s tub and stared inside. The samurai plunged his hand into
the water then staggered back, bellowing an alarm. Sura saw
lanterns hurrying towards the garden gates, and dunked herself into
the water.

“Aaaaand we’re leaving!”

They turned into animal form,
splashing down with Chōisai in the ditch. The flowing water flooded
off and away under the bamboo wall and out into the main compound.
After a dozen paces it reached a stone-rimmed pipe and plunged down
through the ground.

Sura, Chiri and the two
elementals plunged forward through the water, trying to keep
Chōisai under control. In the castle bailey, foot soldiers were
coming to their feet as sentries seized their weapons. Some men ran
to the barracks, while others raced to the battlements. A samurai
on horseback galloped through the compound, leaping his horse clean
over the animals down in the ditch. The fox and rat tried to keep
one paw upon Chōisai’s back as they sluiced forwards through the
water.

The ditch fed straight into a
pipe. But the pipe’s entrance was blocked by a welded iron grid too
small to pass Chōisai or the fox. The grid had been blocked into
place with large stones. Sura splashed to a halt and looked over
towards the battlements, where more and more soldiers were running
into position.

“Crap! Okay – we’re taking the
pipe! You sure it’s clear?”

Chiri slithered, spluttering,
trying to keep a grip on the rough stone lining of the ditch with
one paw, and holding Chōisai with another.

“Bifuuko flew through and
checked it. She said it was safe.”

“Great.” Sura lifted her snout
over the edge of the ditch and watched for danger. “Daitanishi! Do
that thing!”

The little earth elemental
plunged into the rock that edged the grate, then suddenly expanded
his size. The grate cracked free. Sura turned into half-human form,
crouching in the shallow ditch to haul the grate aside.

In the dark compound nearby, a
section of foot soldiers caught a glimpse of the fox. An arrow
flashed in the dark, hitting the ground nearby and skipping wildly
off into the dark. Sura flashed and changed into animal shape,
plunging straight into the pipe. Chiri pushed Chōisai in after her,
then dove into the pipe with Bifuuko and Daitanishi close on her
tail.

They plunged wildly down
through a great slimy, sloping pipe half filled with water. Bifuuko
glimmered with light that reflected here and there off the walls.
Sura slid, bashing through dirt, mud, and at one point, some sort
of cellar mould. She shot downwards at speed – and suddenly the
floor dropped out under her. The pipe plunged almost vertically,
straight into darkness.

Sura wailed as she fell. She
swirled around and around slimy walls, with Chiri squealing behind
her. Chōisai made a noise of wild delight, while Daitanishi just
frowned and scowled. Sura banged her backside as the pipe shallowed
out – the water whooshing her along and down, down, down towards a
faint glimmer of starlight beyond.

Sura suddenly slammed against
an iron grid. In front of her, water gushed out from beneath the
castle hill and splashed down in a little stream. Chiri and Chōisai
crashed into Sura’s furry back – perfectly cushioned. The fox clung
to the grid, pinned by the force of the water.

“Ow…!”

Waiting in the stream bed
beyond, Tonbo stripped down to his loincloth as he splashed forward
through the water. Behind him, Kuno – also in his underwear –
wrestled a large sakē barrel Sura had ‘borrowed’ from the Shinto
shrine. Half-drowned, Sura croaked and made a pathetic little
wave.

“Help…?”

Tonbo wrenched the iron grid
away. Sura, Chiri, Chōisai and the elementals all fell into a pool
of water beneath the rushing pipe. Chōisai made a gleeful noise as
he splashed down.

Kuno managed to catch Chōisai
in his arms – marvelling at the sparkling beauty of the boy’s
scales. He carefully placed the fish spirit in the empty barrel,
filled it three-quarters full of water, then tamped down the
lid.

Wet, battered and bedraggled,
Sura pulled herself up out of the water. Bifuuko dropped the
ninja’s heavy gold coin onto her head, and the bedraggled fox gave
the elemental a dazed thumbs-up.

“Thanks.”

Chiri was lifted out by
Daitanishi and Bifuuko, who placed her daintily upon the bank. Sura
shook herself dry – causing the usual deluge of water all around
her. Daitanishi ducked, then spat out a gush of pipe water straight
back at her.

The bedraggled fox gave a
sigh.

“Right. So much for phase
one!”

They half floated, half towed
the sakē barrel downstream, moving with speed as the stream crossed
the open ground at the foot of the castle hill. The Spirit Hunters
moved forward to a ripple of dead ground a few hundred paces
downstream. They clambered out of the stream to follow the dead
ground across to the brambles that grew near the edge of the Shinto
shrine.

Their armour, weapons, clothes
and packs all lay carefully hidden beneath the bushes. Sura moved
into the dark and flashed back into half-human form, standing naked
in the gloom. She looked back along the stream, seeing lanterns and
dim figures moving here and there all across the castle hill.

A group of foot soldiers seemed
to have found the broken grill at the end of the pipe. Lanterns
held high, the men began to search the immediate area around the
distant pool. Sura crept back into cover, joining the others as
they fumbled with their equipment.

“Well that wasn’t quite as
planned!”

Kuno looked carefully off
towards the castle. “What happened?”

“Ninja! Someone else is trying
to steal Chōisai chan!”

Suddenly a lantern flooded yellow light
into the bramble grove. A strapping young watchman stood staring in
amazement at the visitors clustered in the gloom.

Buck naked and decidedly curvaceous,
Sura instantly put a hand on one hip and tried to smile.

“Hi there! Um – hey! Feeling
lonely?”

The watchman looked in amazement at
Sura – than at Chiri standing elegant, pale and naked at her side.
Then his gaze settled upon Tonbo, who stood massive and magnificent
in his loincloth. The watchman’s interest was instantly piqued, and
he gave the samurai an inviting wink.

Kuno rose up and bashed the watchman on
the head with his sheathed sword, knocking him flat. He looked down
at the unconscious man with a scowl.

“I fear that courtly culture has had a
strange effect upon the Raiden clan.”

The group dressed swiftly, clattering
into their armour. Poles were run through ropes on either side of
the sakē keg. Tonbo and Kuno took up the burden, heaving the load
up from the ground.

Kuno was dismayed by the weight of the
keg.

“I believe our plan may… be suffering
from a few essential flaws!”

Sura gave a snort. She awkwardly slung
Tonbo’s tetsubo across her shoulder next to her spear.

“Look – we did the hard bit. So
shut up and carry!”

Raiden patrols were out on the roads.
The Spirit Hunters headed off through the forest and toward the
empty hills, moving doggedly into the night.
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Chapter
4

The grey light of dawn had only just
begun to tinge the eastern mountains, lighting the great, rounded
backs of the nearby peaks. The forests were still dark with night:
only streams glinted here and there.

The upper level of Lord Raiden’s castle
was bright with lanterns. Wall guards and passing samurai all
carried lights. Yet more lights could be seen down in the valley,
moving out across the hills as patrols checked roads and farms
about the castle. They moved slowly – little yellow points creeping
gradually through the gloom.

The lord’s apartments in the inner
bailey were surrounded with tasteful gardens, trees and beautifully
ordered fish ponds, with bridges that passed over the most exotic
of goldfish.

Hako, titular leader of the Akai Nami
ninja clan, walked silently up from the outer bailey. She was
dressed in dark robes, her face hidden by a broad hat and veil. A
paper signed by Lord Raiden’s own hand passed her by the alert
guard posts one by one. She moved past armoured sentries and
bodyguards, finally walking up to the private apartments of the
lord.

Lord Raiden Katsura, warlord of the
Raiden clan, was seated inside a hall filled with weapons and
armour. A sallow man, much given to scowling, he hid behind great,
fierce sideburns in an attempt to conceal his youth.

Bodyguards in full harness were beside
him and posted at every door. An attendant carried the lord’s
helmet. Lord Raiden listened to reports delivered by a grim-faced
guard commander. The sentries at the door saw Hako’s arrival. One
quietly opened the door and moved inside, hastening over to bow to
Lord Raiden and then murmur to him softly. Lord Raiden immediately
dismissed the guard commander and his young attendant. His
bodyguards bowed, then departed into the adjoining rooms.

Once Lord Raiden was alone, the outer
door opened. Hako entered softly, her presence dark and foreboding.
She bowed – then crossed to kneel before Lord Raiden, removing her
broad straw hat.

Hako knelt in an alert, crouching pose
– ready to act. She bowed once more

“Lord!”

Raiden Katsura drank tea. His narrow
face wore deep, dark shadows in the lantern light.

“My castle’s defences have been
penetrated with contemptuous ease. The prize you secured for me has
been stolen.”

The ninja nodded. “Samurai are poor
defence against guile.”

Hako removed the veil that concealed
her face. She was a handsome woman with a tightly-controlled face.
A thin pink scar ran clean down her left cheek.

“My lord should consider retaining Akai
Nami ninja to bolster his castle’s defences.”

“The guile, in this case, is mixed with
magic.” Raiden Katsura set aside his cup.

“A ninja was seen escaping the castle.
But we also have a man who saw the prize being taken down the
castle culvert by a white rat and a slim red fox.”

The ninja’s fists clenched tight.

“I know a fox. I know a rat.” She
forced her hands to rest at east. “There will be two others. A huge
samurai, and a swordsman.”

“Yes. The Spirit Hunters…”

The air was still hot and cloying. Lord
Raiden flicked open a fan. He waved it slowly, then scowled,
slapping the fan shut.

“This must be kept discrete! I will
lose great face if it is found I have abducted a carp child! I
cannot have my men visibly searching for this stolen child!” Lord
Raiden pointed his folded fan at Hako.

“I leave this mission to you. The
thieves will be returning the child to his parents. Recover the
child at once.”

“Yes lord.”

Hako bowed, rearranged her face veil,
then rose. She left the room quietly, heading out past the guards
and down towards the outer castle.

Troops were awake and eating a hasty
breakfast. The walls were manned with sentries, while swarms of
mounted samurai rode out through the gates. Hako passed through the
chaos and confusion with barely a glance. She walked to the main
gate, where two of her men dressed as merchants waited in the
shadows.

The men looked at her. Hako passed them
by, heading for the open fields beyond.

“Come. We are instructed to go
fishing.”

The men joined with Hako, side-by-side.
Together they jogged onward down the road – down into the valley,
where more Akai Nami were waiting to obey.

 


 


At the foot of the mountains, steep
slopes and a heavy barrel were proving a difficult combination. All
four Spirit Hunters fought to keep Chōisai’s sakē keg high off the
ground, struggling to mount the steep slope of a grassy hill. They
staggered slowly forward, the awkward barrel sloshing fish water
back into Tonbo and Chiri’s faces. Chiri made a face and
desperately tried to battle on.

The dawn sun was only just creeping up
over the mountain-backs ahead. Trees and hills cast long black
shadows into the hollows. The Spirit Hunters fought their way up
along faint deer paths into untraveled hills. They clung to the
darkness, trying to keep hidden behind folds of ground, slowly
leaving Lord Raiden’s castle valley far behind.

The way was too steep, and the barrel
just too damned awkward. Chōisai splashed, flicking water out
through a gap beneath the lid. It caught Kuno right in the mouth,
making the man cough and spit. Fish water had a decidedly ghastly
after-taste.

“Chiri san! Are you sure that Chōisai
chan cannot be convinced to turn into a human baby, just for a
while?”

She was quite exhausted. Tonbo was
holding most of the barrel’s weight, but the rat tried to help as
best she could.

“He does not know how, Kuno san! He is
too young!”

The pole was becoming slippery, and
there were increasingly far too many rocks in the path. Sura felt
the barrel slipping from her grasp.

“Put it down! Put it down! I’m going to
drop it!”

They somehow managed to hoist the keg
over to a flatter patch of rocks and thumped it down. The Spirit
Hunters all released the lifting poles in relief and sank to the
ground. Spear and tetsubo, awkwardly carried next to the barrel
poles, clattered against rocks. Sura propped herself against the
barrel and sucked at a blister on her palm.

Chiri mopped at her face, feeling
utterly worn out.

“This is no good. We cannot carry this
keg across country.”

Tonbo wearily passed a canteen of cold
tea to his friends.

“We can’t use a road. The Raiden will
have men in every village.”

Sura had been contemplating the local
dells and valleys. Smoke rose from somewhere across a nearby rise,
and there were vague signs of oxen droppings here and there. She
stroked thoughtfully at her chin.

“We can’t go near a town – we’ll get
caught. And we can’t be seen with a barrel. They’ll be searching
everything that might contain a fish…” Sura checked her purse for
coins, weighing it thoughtfully. “There’s a little woodcutter’s
hamlet down there by the stream. Maybe I can buy a cart or a
wheelbarrow or something.” The fox heaved herself up to her feet.
“Stay here. Rest. I’ll be back.”

Kuno nodded, then put a hand against
his belly.

“Is there any food, Sura san?”

Sura waved happily at her pack as she
walked off. “Sure! Rice balls!”

Kuno nodded and waved gratefully. He
waited until Sura had vanished across the crest of the hill, then
heaved a sigh.

The day had been difficult enough
without resorting to Sura’s rice balls. Chiri handed out a single
stale rice cake, breaking it into four pieces to share.

Tonbo spotted a shade tree nearby. He
nudged at the others, then picked up the barrel and walked it over
to the tree. The three friends sat down, ate their stale rice cake,
and settled back to wait.

Time slowly passed. The morning light
glared white and the day promised to be hot and humid – the air
felt thick and heavy as a pancake. Chiri and Kuno dozed while Tonbo
kept watch, assisted by the hot, tired little elementals.

Some late season cicadas came
blundering through the air and settled in the tree. The creatures
made a low, drowsy buzz, slowly climbing up in volume until Tonbo
finally slammed a fist against the tree in irritation. The cicadas
moped and went silent, contenting themselves with sipping sap and
grumbling about the neighbours. Tonbo heaved a sigh and looked down
the hill towards Lord Raiden’s valley, keeping an eye upon the
distant trees.

Sura came walking up across the hill
behind Tonbo, dragging a rattling old hand cart with the happy look
of a fox with a devilish plan. She looked at her friends all
resting peacefully in the shade – and was just in time to catch
sight of Tosukingyo Chōisai, the glittering carp spirit prodigy,
disappearing down the neck of an enormous white crane.

Sura dove forward in a wild tackle,
grabbing the bird by the neck and sealing its throat shut before it
could swallow. The bird madly thrashed its wings, gurgling wildly.
Wrestling it to the ground, Sura whacked the bird wildly about the
back of its head.

“Drop it! Drop it, you
feather-brained bimbo! Drop it!”

Sura rammed a hand down the crane’s
throat, seizing hold of Chōisai by the tail. Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno
raced up to see the fox hauling out the wailing carp spirit. Taking
charge of Chōisai, Chiri raced him back into the water barrel,
while the crane flopped about on the ground, retching and coughing,
shocked quite out of her life.

It was their old friend the crane
spirit – long, lanky and full of airs. The bird sat up, trying to
somehow find her voice.

“Th-that was uncalled for!”

Sura went back to trying to throttle
the crane. “You murdering, greedy little…!”

Kuno rushed forward to intervene.

“Sura san!” The samurai dragged the two
creatures apart. He bowed to the crane spirit in hasty apology.
“Crane san. Please permit me to point out your error. You were
swallowing the child of a carp spirit, and were about to
unwittingly commit a murder.”

The crane spirit sat on the grass and
went into a magnificent sulk. She slapped her feathers back into
some sort of order.

“Well how was I to know? You people
should put up some sort of sign!”

Sura glowered. “You were willing to
steal a fish from a barrel, but would have stopped to read a
sign?”

“Sura!” Kuno glared at the fox,
chastising her for her manners. He turned to the crane and bowed
briskly in apology. “Tanchō san! We apologise for handling you so
roughly, but the situation required swift measures. And I am sure
you are sorry for your own mistake.”

The crane kicked her feet and made a
half-hearted, petulant little grumble.

“Sorry.”

Sura put a hand up to her ear.
“What?”

The crane spirit rolled her eyes. “I’m
very sorry!” The bird grumbled again under her breath. “Hmph.
Anyway, I thought that fish tasted funny…”

Chiri delved into her pack and found a
spare robe. She handed it to the crane, draping it about the bird.
The crane shimmered and changed into her human form.

A tall, lanky woman with a long nose
and red patches in her long black and white hair, the crane pulled
her robes straight and cast a sulky eye over her hosts.

“No need to ask what all the commotion
on the roads is about. What have you stolen this time?”

The fox was quite indignant. “We
haven’t stolen anything! We’ve repossessed that fish, and we’re
taking him back to his parents!”

“Well you’d best hurry.” The crane
brushed her rumpled feathers. “There are ninja crawling through
these woods. Hundreds of the devils. Never seen anything quite like
it!”

Tonbo gave a frown.

“Ninja?”

Chiri clambered up a tree, flitting
high into the branches with elementals beside her. She carefully
peered out through the leaves and scanned the valley far below.

On a distant road, a group of peasants
had halted to carefully scan the fields and paths nearby. One man
was on his knees, clearly checking the grass for tracks. Chiri slid
swiftly back down the tree.

“There’s a group right over the hill!
They’re following us!”

Thinking swiftly, Sura flicked an eye
from the fish barrel to the crane.

“Maybe the crane spirit can fly the
fish to safety.”

Tonbo regarded the crane. The bird had
rather too lean and hungry a look about her. “I do not believe that
is a workable plan.”

The bird puffed out her chest in
outrage.

“I protest! My honour has been
impugned!”

“Then redeem it.” Tonbo flicked a hand
towards the sky. “Get into the air and find us a way out of
here.”

“Oh very well.”

The crane spirit turned back into bird
form and struggled out of her borrowed robes. She noisily flapped
her wings.

“It is people like you that cause
unrest!”

The bird flapped off and away along the
hills. Sura watched her go and gave an irritated sigh.

“Oven roasted crane… and a wild honey
glaze….” The fox shook her head. “Just saying…”

Kuno scratched his chin. “No bees?”

“Hmm. Maybe I need less insects in my
cooking?” Sura pulled back her hair and headed to the hand cart.
“Right – let’s get him in the cart and get moving. I took out some
insurance that should cover us for a while.”

Off they went. The heavy water barrel
was hoisted into the cart. With all four Spirit Hunters pulling on
the poles, they had enough power to move up the sharp slope of the
hill. They kept to hard ground, with Daitanishi rippling above
their trail to cover any tracks, as they put some distance between
themselves and the disguised ninja on the valley floor.

They rumbled the handcart down along a
little draw between two crests, finding a likely route that led
away from the roads and borderlands. Kuno struggled along beside
Sura, hauling at the cart. He tried to make sense out of the fox’s
latest scheme.

“What do you mean, we have no more
money?”

The fox seemed perfectly happy. “I
hired six sets of peasants to transport six big water kegs down
different roads. It took every coin we had!”

“Forgive me, Sura san – but why would
you do that?”

“It’s going to be a hoot!” Sura waved
her tail. “Trust me – I’m a fox!”

They kept moving up the steep, grassy
slope. Some half an hour later, the crane spirit came circling down
from above. She landed on the cart pole with a great awkward
flapping of wings.

Tonbo gave the bird a nod.

“Greetings, Crane san! Any luck?”

The bird irritably stropped her bill
against the cart handle.

“Hmph. Well, there’s ninja disguised as
woodcutters at the next road junction. Ninja disguised as peasants
at the border village…” The crane hopped down to the ground. “You
seem to have struck it rather unlucky on the ninja front.”

Tonbo looked south towards the border.
“What other traffic is on the roads?”

“Oh, a fair variety! Raiden Samurai,
monks, priests… And the highland trail is full of yamabushi
traveling to the mountain festival.”

Sura pricked up one ear.

“What festival?”

The bird shot a scathing look towards
the fox. “I thought you were a sot that at least researched her
vice!” The crane spirit waved a wing off towards the west. “I mean
the sakē festival! There is a dedication at the Pine-Bough Temple,
and sakē is being offered to the Kami.”

Sura was utterly inspired.

“There are people trundling sakē
barrels in carts along the roads?”

The crane looked loftily down at Sura.
“Along a road, yes.” She gave an expressive sniff. “You are
hardly going to be allowed to conceal yourselves amongst an
official monastery delegation.”

Sura plunged a hand into her robes, and
fished out a folded paper – the letter Reiju had handed to them as
they left the Tosukingyo manor.

“Oh yes we are!” The fox excitedly
hauled the cart and pointed it towards the west. “Come on!
Quick!”

The Spirit Hunters trundled their cart
rapidly off towards the western trails – towards the great round
mountain ahead. Chiri looked back toward the crane spirit, and
bowed a goodbye.

“Thank you!”

The bird heaved a weary sigh and shook
out her wings, grumbling as she stalked back off towards the
trees.

“Why does breakfast always have to be
the most complicated meal of the day?”

 


 


The trackless hill led up through folds
and deep grassy dells. Other figures began to appear on converging
trails – yamabushi with head scarves, long spears and naginatas,
and great heavy handcarts filled with sakē barrels. They waved to
the Spirit Hunters, calling out in welcome – chatting as they
joined together on the trail. Soon they were surrounded by
yamabushi in their hundreds, all cheerfully heading off along the
mountain road.

There were other travellers – some from
Shino shrines and Buddhist temples. Sohei – Buddhist warrior
monks dressed in black armour and white cowls – brought their own
offerings to the festival. Official representatives from schools of
martial arts came – each followed by porters carrying sakē
barrels.

More and more pilgrims joined the
march, coming from other mountains far away. They were scattered
for many many ri all along the long, bright, sunny trail.

Senior yamabushi wore coloured, knotted
tassels and natty little round caps. Sura flitted over to one of
the most magnificent specimens she could find, and showed him the
letter from Reiju’s temple. The man seemed delighted. He provided a
white cloth to wrap about the Spirit Hunters’ sakē barrel and
painted it with sigils dedicating it to the mountain deities. The
Spirit Hunters joined the procession, sliding their own cart
between a host of other offerings. They marched on their way
surrounded by hundreds of friendly warriors, surging merrily
onwards along the mountain path.

Chiri climbed onto the cart to make
certain that Chōisai was safe and secure. She winced as she caught
a whiff of the water inside the barrel.

“Oh dear! I think Chōisai chan has had
a few accidents in here. Perhaps we should change the water?”

Sura climbed up to peer in at the
little fish. Chōisai seemed happy enough – if rather bored.

“Well we filled it from the castle
drains. That probably wasn’t the best start.” Sura sniffed and made
a face. “Eww! Yeah, that is seriously funky…” She slid the barrel
lid partly into place to keep the fish well hidden. “This temple up
ahead must have a spring. We can swap his water out there.” Sura
patted the barrel in satisfaction. “We’re waay off the main road.
There’ll be lots of drinking tonight. We can slip away downhill,
reach the river – and coast back downstream to the carp manor
tomorrow.”

It sounded like a good plan. Kuno was
pleasantly surprised.

“Excellent! Yes – excellent!”

Sura gave an expressive wave of her
hand. “’Course it is! What could possibly go wrong?”

Kuno’s face fell. He was about to
speak, when suddenly gongs began to boom and ring. The yamabushi
set up a great clamour, singing loudly and joyously. The great
parade moved onward, picking up speed, heading for a nearby peak
that glimmered in the golden sun.

 


 


Down in a rural valley, Hako and two of
her ninja trudged through a broad rice paddy that had been
harvested and drained. Their feet squelched in the mud, sending
clouds of flies and midges whirring all around. They battled
forward, hastening to reach a nearby country lane.

A handcart containing a huge old rain
barrel was trundling along the road. Hako and her men fought up out
of the mud. Hako lost a sandal in the muck, hopping awkwardly as
she came up onto the road.

Her two men – dressed in plain robes
and straw hats – ran after the cart and brought it to a halt. The
four peasants who had been towing the cart fled into the bushes.
Hako approached the cart and peered inside the barrel – but it was
empty except for a few bucket loads of water. There was no fish –
and no Spirit Hunters. But a folded piece of paper had been pinned
upon the barrel, with a fish painted on it. Hako snatched the note
and opened it, reading it out aloud.

 


“It’s us again, so you’re
outclassed!

You ninja guys can kiss my…”

 


There was a cartoon picture
accompanying the text. The fox’s handiwork was unmistakable. Hako
crumpled the paper in anger.

“Most disrespectful!” The ninja hurtled
the paper away and walked out into the road. She paced, feeling a
great blazing surge of annoyance.

“Foxes! I hate foxes!”

One of her men had manage to run the
peasants to earth. He came stamping back, thoroughly
displeased.

“They say a fox woman paid them to take
the water keg down this road. We have been following false
tracks!”

The second man turned to Hako. “Do we
kill the peasants?”

Hako glared at the man in scorn. “No,
fool! They are Lord Raiden’s peasants.” She rubbed at her temples,
tying to think clearly. “They have sewn false trails. I had
forgotten just how irritating the fox woman can be!”

The first ninja looked back towards the
valley. Several tracks and paths meandered from the farmlands. The
man gave a frown.

“Which trail do we follow?”

Hako turned to look back down the
road.

“They wouldn’t be foolish enough to try
using the main road – surely…?” The ninja woman folded her arms.
“But the fox may realize that I know she is too smart to use the
main road! Then again, she is a fox! So she would know that I would
know that she knows we know she’s too smart to use the main
road…”

She closed her eyes and winced, rubbing
at her temples. One of her men looked at her in concern.

“Leader – is anything wrong?”

“I am getting a headache. Nothing
more.” Hako jerked her robes tight, and straightened the brim of
her hat. “I will search the main road. You two back-track those
last peasants and find out where they came from. Then recall any
groups that are following false trails.” She pointed a finger at
her men. “Only the false trails!”

“Yes, leader!”

“Go!”

The two male ninja ran back along the
road. Hako watched them go, then turned to contemplate the
surrounding trees.

There were yet more farms and farm
paths – many leading away into the Raiden heartland. The woman
turned and thought – and saw the most difficult possible terrain
nearby – the steep hills that lead up into the mountain
wilderness.

Hako gave a resigned, tired sigh.

“Foxes. I hate foxes!”

She plodded off the road. Hako hopped,
cursing her single sandal – then decided to go barefoot. She threw
away her remaining sandal, cursed at all Spirit Hunters in general,
then tramped her way uphill in the sizzling midday sun.

 


 


Somewhere in the afternoon, the great
precession of sakē carts, yamabushi and eager visitors reached a
settlement high up in the mountains. The roadway led up a rocky
outcrop to a gruff stone temple up above.

They were far outside the Raiden lands,
deep in the fastness of the yamabushi – a territory of wild
landscapes and strange warriors. The temple was perched at the side
of a glorious, deep gorge. A high cliff across the gorge was home
to a glittering white waterfall. The temple walls looked out across
peaks and valleys, grass and trees, blue skies and gentle, drifting
clouds.

Terraced fields lined the lower slopes,
with young men running through them to welcome their visitors. The
temple gates swung open, and gongs boomed. Armed yamabushi flooded
out to cheer the new arrivals, guiding them along the last steps of
the road. Men lined the battlements, lifting spears and banners,
giving a joyous shout of welcome as the sakē convoy finally
arrived.

The Spirit Hunters looked about
themselves in amazement as they passsed through the temple gates.
The place was a fortress, with great sloping walls of rock atop
steep shaven hill slopes. But the main bailey inside was absolutely
alive with life. Yamabushi played drums and danced joyously.
Streamers and model hawks had been placed all about the buildings.
Flowers grew and the women of the temple were all dressed in bright
colours with blossoms woven into their hair. Monks shouted welcome,
children played… And everywhere all about them there was the
delicious scent of roasting meat – sizzling duck, woodcock, boar,
pheasant, chicken and fresh venison. Sura’s face lit up with
delight: she had found a kindred folk at last.

A great, broad field was home to wide
awnings and pavilions. Lord Ishigi was there with banners,
bodyguards and several of his most senior men, laughing and
drinking with the yamabushi abbot. The yamabushi were ancient, far
predating the Buddhist temples. It was no surprise that the ancient
Ishigi clan had ties with the mountain warriors. Other lords had
come – several colourful banners waved above the pavilions. Samurai
were deep in conversation with yamabushi – often over brimming cups
of sakē.

A raised wooden stage at one end of the
huge compound was now hosting the visiting samurai lords,
high-ranked priests and abbots. The yamabushi abbot welcomed one
and all with booming laughter, open arms and no regard for
ceremony. Lord Ishigi stood with the abbot, presenting the man with
an eccentric, beautifully glazed set of sakē cups. As Lord Ishigi
looked off across the crowds, he caught sight of the flash of
Sura’s orange tail. The man laughed, catching Sura’s eye and giving
a slight bow. The fox gave an elaborate bow of welcome in
return.

Lord Ishigi turned to formally greet a
young samurai lord from the south. Kuno saw the senior clan lords
up on stage, and gave a nod of satisfaction.

“Excellent! Lord Ishigi and a dozen
other grandees. If the Raiden wish to keep face, they will make no
scene here.”

Chiri helped to guide their wagon over
into the shade of the nearby stables. She ducked as a horse swished
at her with its tail.

“Shall we reveal the presence of
Chōisai to the yamabushi? They might help us protect him.”

“No.” Tonbo took his tetsubo from the
cart, and felt far happier with the mighty weapon in hand. “This
temple borders a Raiden province. They might owe favours to the
Raiden lord.”

Sura helped to order the cart. She kept
a sharp watch upon the crowds, her senses sharp and mind always at
work.

“Just keep it calm. We have an
extraction plan – we’ll stick to it.” She saw a great many sakē
kegs being ranked in the nearby sheds. “Hide Chōisai’s barrel with
the others, but make sure we can reach it. I’ll go see what the
best chances are for our quick exit.” The fox signed to Chiri to
join her. “Come on! Let’s make a show!”

Sura shimmered and changed into her
half-and-half form, all fire and flash and fur. She dug into her
backpack, found her tall eboshi cap and threw on her official
robes. She dusted, pulled and preened herself into shape – then
frowned at Daitanishi and gave the rock a swift polish with her
sleeve. The fox nodded in satisfaction and took up her long
spear.

Chiri changed into her half-animal form
– fur gleaming purest white. Kuno helped her don her best robe,
then assisted her to put on a neat little folded eboshi cap with
beautiful lavender laces. She settled her natagama in her belt,
gathered up her elementals and hastened to join Sura in threading
off into the crowd.

Sura and Chiri moved over to a short,
powerful yamabushi who seemed to be in charge of access to the main
stage. The man took one look at the two animal spirits, and shone
with delight. He praised Sura’s spear – recognising the blade. The
man ushered the fox and rat spirit up onto the stage where they
could pay their respects and show their credentials to the laughing
abbot.

Tonbo and Kuno watched them go. Sura
was at her best, chatting with the yamabushi and admiring their
mountain home. Using an incoming stream of pack horses as cover,
Tonbo and Kuno wearily heaved Chōisai’s barrel down from their
cart. They carried it awkwardly over to a nearby row of offering
barrels. Here they found a place behind the main row, well occupied
by other barrels. Tonbo wedged their barrel in amongst several
others, then drew off the wooden lid.

Chōisai seemed to have been sleeping –
soothed by the rocking of the handcart as it travelled up the
roads. The great shimmering fish swam up to the light, and began
eagerly opening and closing his mouth. Tonbo fished about in his
pack and found some fish food – some of Gujo’s very best. He
sprinkled the food upon the water, and young Chōisai happily gulped
it down. Tonbo added yet more food, and watched the child in
approval.

“The carp spirits are no fools. This is
easier than feeding a human child.”

Kuno was quite exhausted from towing
the heavy cart all across the mountains. He wearily wiped his
brow.

“Forgive me, my good friend – but the
difficulty of family excursions may overweigh the ease of
care…”

They were bone tired, and there was no
sense in hiding the barrel and then hovering close for anyone to
see. Happy that the barrel was safely anonymous, Tonbo left the
barrel lid partially ajar so that the young carp spirit had some
light. He and Kuno then headed over to a booth nearby where a group
of yamabushi women were handing out some very welcome soup, rice
and tea. Both men sat down on stools and eased their feet in their
sandals, gratefully drinking their tea.

Behind them, a well-meaning team of
yamabushi arrived behind the sheds to bring order to the sakē
barrels. They moved about quietly and swiftly, setting the lid upon
Chōisai’s barrel and carrying it aside. They brought together
barrels from all of the various donors and ranked them side by side
in order to make one great, glorious display. Thoroughly satisfied,
the yamabushi dusted each other off, admired their work, then
trotted off to seize some food from the booths nearby.

A new gaggle of visitors came plodding
in through the gates, to be greeted by a rush of yamabushi leading
them aside to seats in the shade. From deep in the crowd of new
arrivals, Hako the ninja kept her hat covering her face and her
head down. She moved in to mingle with the mob, keeping eyes sharp
and ears open as she moved into the temple grounds.
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Chapter
5

Mounting the stage, Chiri and Sura
looked out across the great, colourful temple of the yamabushi. It
was eccentric and starkly beautiful, with rough wooden halls and
twisted trees. The waterfall from the nearby cliff made an
astonishing backdrop to the temple walls, glittering with rainbows
in the sun. Sura looked up at it in delight, then forged her way
forward to pay her respects to the temple leadership.

The mountain abbot was a huge, bluff,
hard-drinking man – square shouldered and lavish with his laughter.
He wore the same work-a-day robes as his men, and kept a long
bladed spear close at hand – the haft decorated fox-style, with
russet lacquer. He was surrounded by armed and armoured yamabushi –
a thoroughly merry cut-throat crew. A few elementals zoomed past –
friends of the mountain shugenja. Bifuuko and Daitanishi peered
about themselves in interest, delighted at the company.

The abbot rose from his place as he saw
the fox and rat approach. He opened up his arms, laughing loud, his
voice booming out across the merry noise of the crowd.

“Welcome, welcome Priestess Kitsune!
And you bring us a Nezumi as well?” The man was clearly a rogue.
“It is a pleasure to see two such beautiful visitors!”

Sura was delighted by the man’s manner.
She bowed, her long tail sticking out behind her.

“Honoured abbot, we regret that we can
only manage a brief stay. In the name of the Sword Temple, we have
come merely to beg a cart and a pair of fast cart horses for our
journey to the border.”

“And you shall have them! But not yet!
Not yet! First, there is the sakē tasting!” The abbot eagerly put
one huge hand upon Sura’s back. “Sweet sakē, hot sakē, cold sakē,
cloudy sakē, clear sakē…”

Sura pricked up her ears in
interest.

“Oooh!”

Chiri dug an elbow into Sura’s ribs.
The fox made a face of regret at being so faultlessly driven by her
sense of duty, and gave a sigh.

“Alas, honoured abbot…”

The huge abbot was hearing none of it.
He took Chiri and Sura underneath his arms.

“Nonsense! To have warrior women –
animal spirits - appear at such a time is auspicious! Fox and rat –
pillars of the isles!” The abbot called out to his men. “We will
drink!”

The monks, maidens and samurai upon the
platform cheered! More men all around the stage roared in approval.
Chiri looked at the throng in slight dismay.

“Do you not fear drunkenness and
disorder, my lord?”

By way of answer, the abbot bellowed in
delight.

“A yamabushi fears nothing under
heaven! Liberation from the self is a step towards enlightenment!”
The man roared with utter joy. “No one can leave until every cask
in the yard has been broached!”

There was apparent no escaping the
mighty binge. And with such a profusion of sakē barrels, it would
take many hours to breech every one of them – even with such a
crowd. Sura looked out across the barrels running along the side of
the temple courtyard – and then suddenly stood stiff with alarm.
All of the barrels were being manhandled into ranks. There were
none under the shed where they had left Chōisai. Sura stared, and
leaned down to whisper into Chiri’s tall ears.

“Which one is Chōisai’s barrel?”

Chiri blinked, appalled. She could
suddenly see Kuno and Tonbo staring aghast at the rank of barrels,
utterly at a loss.

“The monks have mixed up the
barrels!”

Fox and rat stood and stared, trying to
plan just what the hell to do next.

A woman strode from the crowd to
present herself at the stage, climbing up to bow boldly to the
abbot. A compact, muscular woman with a hawk’s eyes and thin scar
running down her left cheek, she bellowed so that her words could
be heard above the crowd.

“Great abbot! I am Juno Hasakawa, from
the Hasakawa breweries. I have come running from our warehouse to
stop a dreadful accident!” The woman put a hand against her heart.
“Your men took the wrong barrels from our warehouse. Amongst them
was one barrel of condemned sakē. Please allow me to inspect the
barrels and remove the offending sakē from these sacred precincts.
By way of apology for this error, six fresh barrels are being
brought here in replacement.”

It was that damned ninja woman! Sura
instantly surged forward, trying to block all view of the ninja
with her sleeves.

“Nonsense! This brewer is mistaken.
Those barrels all have a purity seal! They are guaranteed fresh.”
The fox tried to hustle the ninja off stage. “You are mistaken. The
barrel of condemned sake is not here.”

The ninja ducked under Sura’s arm,
enthusiastically standing before the abbot.

“Great abbot! It is in the best
interests of this festival to at least allow me to check!”

Sura put a hand upon her heart, as
though offended and aghast.

“These barrels are sacred! The best
that loyal, pious people can provide!” She turned to the abbot.
“Surely it belittles their gifts if we merely open the barrels and
peer inside them, like workmen inspecting the plumbing?”

The abbot and his inner circle began to
confer. Chiri hastened to the edge of the stage, where Tonbo and
Kuno came to meet her. The rat bent down to whisper hurriedly.

“Kuno san! That is the ninja woman from
the Akai Nami! We must tell the abbot!”

Kuno seemed quite pained. “Shh! What we
did at the castle is illegal! There may be trouble if we do not
keep up a valid pretence of innocence.”

Tonbo calmly leaned on his tetsubo. He
had every confidence in Sura’s abilities.

“Watch.”

The ninja woman, however, suddenly took
up a large sakē cup. She proudly brandished it above her head.

“This is a tasting ceremony! Let me
take the first taste from each barrel. Then, if one barrel does
offend, no one is harmed but myself. The barrel will immediately be
seized and disposed of by my colleagues from the brewery!”

The abbot pounded the butt of his spear
onto the stage in approval. “Ah! A good suggestion!”

Sura seized hold of a sakē cup, and
hastened to the fore. “As a representative of pious people
everywhere, I protest! I shall taste the sakē myself!”

Men all about the stage bellowed their
opinions – the Ishigi contingent cheered for Sura. The abbot
finally waved his hands, then pounded his spear again and called
for order. With the entire assembly joyously watching, the big man
boomed out his decision.

“Both claim the right to taste the
sakē. So both will taste!” He gestured towards the great rank of
barrels. “You are well matched! Drink from the barrels – one full
cup from each. Spill nothing! Drain the cups dry before you move
on.” He held up gleaming gold coins. “If the bad barrel is found –
one gold koku! If one girl out-drinks the other – one gold
koku!”

The yamabushi roared out in approval,
waving their spears. Lords and monks cheered. At the edge of the
stage, Chiri felt a dreadful clutch of panic. She called urgently
down to Kuno just below her.

“Not Sura san! She could get drunk on a
thimble of vinegar!”

Kuno was utterly at a loss. “You heard
the abbot. It has to be an even match…!”

Chiri steeled herself, then suddenly
pushed forward. She seized the cup out of Sura’s hand.

“My colleague is in holy vows! I shall
stand in her stead!”

Sura hastily tried to regain possession
of the cup. “No no! They’re not that holy!”

“Yes they are! They’re terribly,
terribly holy!”

The wind streamed Chiri’s long hair
heroically back behind her. Daitanishi and Bifuuko whirred buzzing
at her side. Chiri raced up to stand before the abbot, sakē cup in
hand.

“Ready!”

 


 


The entire courtyard was swiftly
organised, the yamabushi racing about with eager speed. Soon the
centre of the yard stood empty. The long line of sakē barrels
gleamed: fifty large kegs, all bound in white cloth. A pair of
judges – young yamabushi with sharp eyes and keen senses – knelt to
observe the action, each holding a flag.

The entire crowd ringed the courtyard,
talking and cheering. Money clashed as bets changed hands. Lord
Ishigi was making a substantial bet with another lord – clearly
backing Chiri to the hilt. Yamabushi, sohei, samurai and retainers,
peasants, mountain mystics – all were eagerly waiting to cheer
their champions on. Little elementals looped above the crowd here
and there, dancing eagerly about for a better view. Sura, Kuno and
Tonbo were out in the front row, ready for anything. Daitanishi and
Bifuuko sat on the edge of a shed, watching everything with
considering little eyes. They observed the ninja woman like hawks,
ready for the slightest sign of treachery.

The crowd became still and silent. All
through the temple, the air seemed to crackle with
anticipation.

Chiri and Hako faced one another, each
at their own end of the long rank of barrels. Both womens’ long
hair stirred in the breeze. They stood poised, sakē cups in hand –
eyes narrowing as each tried to take the measure of the other.

The rat was lean and rangy – sweetly
beautiful, but with a spirit of pure steel. The ninja – disciplined
and glowering – flexed her hand, tightening it slowly about her own
cup…

The crowd stilled into absolute
silence. A single dry weed blew across the courtyard between the
two women. Hako glared at Chiri, and the rat stared back with
intelligent, eerie pink eyes…

The mountain abbot rose up from his
seat on the stage. He set himself into position, muscles flexed,
then puffed out his mighty chest. The man looked at the two
contestants, glaring from one to another, and then suddenly swept
down his spear.

“Drink!”

Chiri and Hako both went for their
cups. They each ran to their own end of the line wrenched the top
from a barrel, plunged in their cups and drank. The sakē was good:
the women marked a cross on each barrel with pieces of charcoal.
Moving forward to their next barrel, they splashed their cups in
deep and drank as swiftly as they could.

The crowd cheered, with the yamabushi
calling out praise for their champions. Ninja and rat both drank
like heroes, quaffing sakē and moving on. Chiri shook her head,
making a terrible face. Hako drank a fourth cup and almost choked.
She swallowed and moved on, racing onwards as she saw the rat
pulling ahead and already drinking her fifth. The rat looked ill,
but was drinking hard and fast, tipping her cup upside down each
time to show that she had drained the very dregs. Hako tried to
move faster, drinking deep and flinging herself forwards to the
next barrel, and then the next. She checked each barrel to see if
it contained the baby carp spirit, then drank as swiftly as she
could.

Over on the sidelines, Sura kicked at a
rock and grumbled as she watched the drinkers racing forwards cup
by cup.

“I don’t know why you all didn’t just
let me do it!”

Tonbo watched the race with his big
arms folded.

“Because you’d be drunk, painted blue
and hanging from the Tori gate by the third cup.”

The fox sulked.

“That was just once, and I told you,
I’d had a bad day!”

Lord Ishigi had come to stand at the
front of the crowd. The man cheered for Chiri, urging her on as the
rat plunged into her twelfth cup. Kuno turned and spoke to the
mighty lord in some amazement.

“Forgive me, Ishigi Sama – but you have
bet money upon Chiri san?”

Lord Ishigi beamed, watching the race
with utter confidence. “Of course! She’s a rat! Rats have iron
stomachs!”

Kuno walked aside and watched Chiri
with rather more anxiety.

“Unfortunately, this rat is quite
sheltered and genteel…”

Chiri drank and drank, now moving in a
steady plod from barrel to barrel – lifting lids, drinking then
marking the barrel. She moved doggedly onwards. At the other end of
the line, Hako came towards her one barrel at a time, becoming more
and more nauseous with every draught. She wove her way forward,
feeling haggard, and managed to croak a few words out towards the
rat.

“M-my body is inured to hardship! Give
it up, Spirit Hunter!”

Chiri tossed back yet another brimming
cup.

“Never! P-purity is my armour!”

Both women were feeling decidedly
sick.

They moved on, converging towards the
centre. Chiri’s initial plan had been to drink swiftly, before the
alcohol could go to her head: it seemed she had been far too
optimistic. Her cheeks blazed, and she was weaving on her feet, but
still she drank. The ninja woman came onward, one cup after
another. Chiri forged forward, coming briefly to a halt as she felt
her stomach churn. She slumped and clung to a barrel, then pushed
herself on, plunging in her cup to drink yet again.

Twenty cups…

They drew closer together. Hako fell to
her knees, trying not to vomit as she forced yet another cup of
sakē down her throat. Chiri staggered on – drinking again and
again. Hako reached for another cup of sakē – began to drink, and
was suddenly sick all over the gravel. Chiri reached the central
barrel, dipped in her cup, and as the crowd cheered her, she drank
- tipping it upside down to show that every drop was gone. She
drank from one more keg to absolutely prove the issue, then let her
cup drop. The crowd thundered their acclaim. One of the judges
raced forward to hold up her arm in victory. Tonbo and Kuno came
running from the crowd to help bear her up. They steered her over
and away towards the sheds, where she could throw up in
private.

Kuno looked back at Hako, utterly
amazed.

“The ninja never found the barrel! So
where can it be?”

Chiri looked up at the man. She was
thoroughly green.

“It – it was the first barrel on my
side, Kuno san. I had to drink it with a straight face and carry
on.”

Sura arrived at a run, stopping only to
pluck Hako’s straw hat up from beside the fallen ninja. She came
hastening over to Chiri, jingling the rat’s prize money in a little
brocade purse.

Polite as ever, Chiri bowed – looking
absolutely, wretchedly ill.

“Sura san – I have drunk twenty five
serves of sake, and a cup of warm, rancid fish water…” She took a
firm grip upon her friend’s arm. “I wonder if you could show me a
suitable place where I might be ill?”

Sura passed her the ninja woman’s
hat.

“Sure. Here!”

Chaos reigned. With all of the barrels
opened, yamabushi ran forwards with dippers and began serving sakē
to the jubilant crowds. Tonbo and Kuno took possession of Chōisai’s
barrel and lugged it swiftly towards the stables, where carts and
cart horses waited in droves. Hako saw them go and weakly tried to
follow, but could hardly see her hand in from of her face. Sick and
wretched, she collapsed on the ground and watched her prey slip
clean out of her grasp.

“H-hate… Rats!” Hako slumped flat.

“Hate… Foxes!”

A huge drinking party began, with
gongs, drums, shouts and dances. The ninja was thoughtfully dragged
out of the way by a passing monk, who propped her beside a pair of
horses near a rain barrel. The ninja threw up copiously against a
wall, and the two horses wisely stepped aside and looked for a
better place to pass the evening.

The Spirit Hunters headed out the
gates, and rode off into the sunset.

 


 


The next dawn saw Raiden patrols still
combing their lands like an angry nest of ants. Foot soldiers were
in the villages near the main castle, while mounted samurai ranged
further out along roads and pathways. But there was nothing to be
found – no sight or sign of the intruders. They had somehow used
fox magic to vanish off the face of the earth. The Raiden lord
spent a night of restless rage, pacing and inspecting the guard.
His men raced to impress him with their zeal, keeping every guard
post double-manned and marching patrols all through the castle
yards.

Lord Raiden had heard no news from his
agents. His fish ponds seemed to mock him. Frustrated, he threw
himself into his armour before dawn, and rode with his hatamoto
bodyguard out into the valley.

The horses thumped across the dry earth
and dew-soaked weeds, racing south towards the border lands – out
through the trees and up onto a great hillside stirrup-deep with
grass. There, as the dawn first lit the mountain slopes with a
sliver of pale yellow light, Lord Raiden reined in his horse and
stood high in the stirrups, slashing his crop and glaring at the
dark.

He whirled his horse in the gloom,
feeling out with his hunter’s instincts. He finally led his dozen
armoured men galloping hard and fast up and across the hill,
angling to the fold between two mountains. He struck out for the
south, heading back towards the carp spirit’s lands.

Two hours after dawn, the riders saw a
pair of men running towards them from the high mountain-backs
above. Lord Raiden Katsura drew up his horse, with his two dozen
armoured riders clattering to a halt around him.

The two men running down the mountain
slope raced up to the group and knelt briskly before Lord Katsura.
Two of Hako’s ninja, they had been running hard.

“Lord! We have pursued your quarry.”
The senior ninja turned to point to the west. “They took brief
refuge in the Pine Bough Temple, then headed to the plains during
the night. They will have reached the village of Sugimura.”

Lord Katsura flexed his reins between
his armoured gauntlets.

“A minor fief. They dare not oppose
us.” He gave a curt nod to the two ninja. “Excellent! You have done
well!”

He flicked his horse into motion.

“Let us regain my property. My guests
will begin arriving in two days!”

Lord Raiden and his men thundered up
across the hill, onto a country lane that led off into a hinterland
of scrub and trees.

They rode hard and fast, hooves
pounding and grass hissing past their stirrups – past the base of
the mountains and on into the flat lands beyond. They burst out
into a land of little farms and villagers of forest folk. Tanuki
spirits were gathering herbs high in the woods. The commoners all
stared as Lord Raiden and his armoured men came thundering past,
galloping onward in a great cloud of dust.

The cavalcade finally came splashing
across a little stream and out into an open field. They drew in as
a local samurai – a young man armed with a bow and dressed in
armour with plain purple lacings – rode forth from across a little
ridge of land. The young man was followed by two foot soldiers with
long naginatas.

The young samurai recognised Lord
Raiden. He drew up his horse, looking at his visitor in shocked
amazement. The young man immediately gave a bow.

“Raiden Katsura sama! I am Kinoshita nō
Toshiro, fourth son of the Kinoshita clan lord. Welcome to my land!
This is unexpected. Most unexpected.”

Lord Katsura nodded a brusque bow in
return, keen to be on his way.

“Kinoshita san! Forgive our trespass. I
am here upon a mission. We will be brief.”

The young samurai pushed back his
helmet in amazement.

“Lord this is indeed a day of honours!”
He swung his horse about, lifting a hand to gesture off across the
field. “Please, honour my fief and join our other guests.”

From the ridge beyond the field, a
dozen banners suddenly arose. Foot soldiers bearing the banners of
Imperial Magistrate Masura rose up into view. The men gave a cheer,
waving towards Lord Raiden in welcome. Lord Raiden angrily yanked
at his reins, sawing his horse aside. He stared in fury as a sudden
slew of mounted samurai came riding out into the field – all of
them cheering for the new arrivals.

Imperial samurai!

There was nothing to do but keep face.
Lord Raiden and his angry hatamaoto walked their horses forwards
across the field, accompanied by the bewildered local samurai.

At the far side of the ridge, a camp
enclosure had been raised, with stiff curtains printed with the
imperial mon. There were pages holding horses, and a small
group of imperial samurai. Banners flew and guards stood to
attention, their spear points glittering in the sun.

Against this glorious backdrop,
Magistrate Masura – one of the Imperial administration’s right-hand
men – sat in state upon a camp stool. He was guarded by his heavily
armoured lieutenant, Hijiya Hoichi – a scarred, glowering veteran
of many battles. His bodyguards were beautifully equipped and
thoroughly alert.

Ranged about Magistrate Masura were the
carp spirits – the beautiful Tosakingyo Asuka and her husband, with
several of their armed and armoured kin close at hand. Beside them
was Priestess Reiju – sternly dressed in full Shinto finery.

To Lord Raiden Katsura’s intense
displeasure, the Spirit Hunters were sitting beside Magistrate
Masura. The fox, of course, was eating and drinking. Her two
samurai companions were travel stained but dressed for battle. At
their side, a slender white-furred rat spirit sat looking woefully
ill.

A broad tub of water stood beside
Tosakingyo Asuka. The woman held a bright, beautiful goldfish in
her arms – her little son, Chōisai. The woman glared sheer murder
at Lord Raiden as he approached.

Magistrate Masura was dressed in a
hunting outfit, with a page holding his bow beside him. He kept a
wonderfully pleasant smile upon his face as we welcomed Lord Raiden
to his camp. Lord Raiden dismounted with his men and stalked
forward, bowing to Magistrate Masura. The magistrate beamed and
indicated that his guests should seat themselves nearby.

Hijiya Hoichi gave a brusque bow. He
bellowed forth so that the assembled troops could clearly hear.

“Greetings to Lord Raiden Katsura from
Imperial Magistrate Masura!” He turned and shouted out across the
fields. “Ten thousand years to the Emperor!”

The imperial samurai cheered, bellowing
out three thundering shouts. Magistrate Masura nodded in approval,
then waved towards Lord Raiden.

“My lord Raiden Katsura! How pleasant
to encounter you on such a sunny morning!”

“Imperial Magistrate Masura!” Raiden
Katsura came forward, stiff faced, hands clenched. “It is a
surprise to see you on our neighbour’s lands unannounced.”

“But a pleasant surprise, I trust! My
astrologers informed me that this was an auspicious direction to
travel in today.” Magistrate Masura cheerfully drank tea. “But
then, when one is the Emperor’s direct representative, every
direction is surely as auspicious as the next. It is too long since
I enjoyed the unique beauty of the provinces here.”

Lord Raiden gave a bow. He sat himself
down on a stool that was placed before the Magistrate.

“My Lord Masura’s presence is always
welcome – in the Emperor’s name.”

Lady Tosakingyo had slipped Chōisai
back into his tub of water, where the beautiful fish splashed
joyously about, nuzzling his mother’s hand. Magistrate Masura
turned to make the introductions.

“My dear Lord Raiden. May I introduce
you to Tosakingyo Asahiro and his wife? They are carp spirits. They
have consented to accompany me on my travels.” He beamed at the
beautiful, gleaming fish. “And this is their son! Tosakingyo
Chōisai. An absolute prodigy, don’t you agree?”

Lord Raiden Katsura was forced to look
politely at the magnificent Chōisai.

“Truly he is a credit to his parents,
Masura sama.” Lord Raiden bowed stiffly to the Tosakingyo. “My
compliments upon your handsome son.”

“A most handsome son!” Magistrate
Masura was struck by a sudden delightful thought. “But you are a
fish fancier yourself, Lord Raiden. You are having a showing of new
breeds at your castle in a few days’ time. I believe I shall
attend. Surely your guests would be intrigued to meet the
Tosakingyo family in person? They would all enjoy an introduction
to young Chōisai, so that all in the empire may know exactly who he
is, to what family he belongs, and who his patrons are.”

Lord Raiden seethed.

“You put me at a disadvantage, lord. I
am unsure whether we can accommodate you at such short notice.”

“Oh, I have a traveling court. We are
well used to living in the rough, as you see! But I do think the
personal touch is very important in keeping the peace within the
empire.” Lord Masura was utterly clear. “I shall look forward to
our invitation to your fish viewing ceremony.”

For an instant, Raiden Katsura was in a
cold fury. He flexed his hand, thoughts clearly upon his sword. But
Kuno was right at the Magistrate’s side, his hands conspicuously
relaxed and balance slightly forward – ready to draw. And the
imperial samurai were prepared to make an instant attack. Hijiya
Hoichi watched Lord Raiden like a hawk, his men circling to cover
all possible retreat.

Lord Raiden had no choice but to back
down. He bowed, trying to keep his seething rage out of his
voice.

“In the Emperor’s name…”

Raiden Katsura made to leave. He bowed
to his host.

“With your permission, lord, I will
return to my capital to make preparations for your arrival.”

Kitsune Sura had been sitting happily
nearby eating a chicken wing – feeling outrageously well
entertained. She now wiped her hands and swivelled forward, bowing
with much fake humbleness.

“My lords! Forgive my interruption, but
surely we can bring great convenience and glory to Lord Raiden in
this matter!” The fox placed a hand against her heart. “Think of
his increased standing amongst his fish fancying comrades, were he
to reveal that he is a patron of the Tosakingyo family. If
he were to sponsor young Chōisai’s education – perhaps sign over a
few hundred koku of rice land to him - it would bring immense
lustre to his reputation amongst his friends!”

The fox beamed at one and all – a
predatory gleam sparking in her sly green eyes. “Imperial
Magistrate Masura would be pleased to handle the details. There is
nothing he does not know about all of these affairs!”

Lord Raiden flashed a glare at the fox
– but she had him caught. The man looked away.

“Will two hundred koku suffice?”

Magistrate Masura stepped in at
once.

“Most generous, my lord! Your good
sense is a shining beacon of enlightenment to us all.”

Raiden Katsura bowed to Magistrate
Masura, cast a cold glare at the Spirit Hunters, then arose. He
spoke no more, but marched to his horse, mounted the beast, and
cracked his crop across its rump. He sped off, back towards his own
lands with his bodyguards galloping wildly behind him.

With Lord Raiden gone, a great weight
lifted from the assembly. The carp spirits released tense, pent up
breaths, and Reiju let her shoulders bow. Only Sura seemed
carefree. She turned to the platters of food nearby and found a
chicken leg.

Magistrate Masura favoured her with a
considering glare.

“Reibai Kitsune Sura. One day you will
press matters too far, and I will be unable to pluck you from the
fire.”

The fox gave a merry bow.

“I merely follow the advice of the
Great Sage, my lord. ‘Never give a sucker an even break’…”
Sura leaned closer and arched one brow. “Does the Great and
Honoured Imperial Magistrate wish to offer an official comment upon
the activities of these humble wanderers?”

“I assure you that there will never be
an official comment upon any of these events at all.”

Magistrate Masura drew out the letter
Kuno had left with the carp samurai before leaving the Tosakingyo
home.

“We were, or course, stationed within
reach of the borders during the Raiden’s ‘troop exercises’.”
The magistrate raised a tea cup to Kuno in salute. “Your letter
almost came too late, Kuno san. We were able to come here only by
exhausting our fastest horses.”

Kuno gave a gracious bow. “I humbly
apologise for the inconvenience I have caused.”

“No no, Kuno san. This was your only
recourse. Shameful deeds done in darkness must be fought by
bringing them to light.” Magistrate Masura looked at the Spirit
Hunters, and nodded in approval.

“Well done, Spirit Hunters. Well
done.”
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Chapter
6

Sometime later, the camp had finally
found time to relax and enjoy the morning. Imperial samurai
practiced their archery in a sunny field, calling out praise to
Kinoshita nō Toshiro as he struck the bullseye from clear across
the range. The young samurai was delighted and embarrassed by the
praise. He blushed, secretly radiant as he was presented with a bow
from Hijiya Hoichi’s own hands.

Sura walked with Reiju along the banks
of a lovely little stream. The banks were hung with willow trees,
and late summer flowers bloomed. Dragonflies zig-zagged slowly back
and forth across the water, idly drifting through their day.

Sura and Reiju walked over to a little
bend in the stream. The water here formed a pool – brilliantly
clear, with fallen leaves shining brightly on the bottom. The
Tosakingyo family were sitting by the water, utterly lost in joy.
Little Chōisai was carefully released into the stream to play, and
then his parents shimmered and changed into their fish forms,
flopping out of their clothing and down into the stream. The three
beautiful fish splashed and frolicked together in the water,
chasing each other joyously in the sun.

Reiju watched the carp family. She
smiled for them, feeling at peace.

“My friends have a future unclouded by
woe. I thank you once again, Sura san.”

“It is our pleasure.”

Reiju felt a sad little sting of guilt.
“But you have spent your own money and time on an enterprise that
could bring you no profit.”

A willow tree nearby spread soothing
shade across the grass. Here, Kuno had laid out soft bedding in the
quiet. Chiri – feeling horribly seedy – lay there in the shade.
Bifuuko fanned her gently with her wings, while Kuno laid a cool
cloth across her forehead. There was quiet love and devotion in his
touch.

Sura smiled.

“Even our worst calamities can provide
benefits, Reiju. Let us hear no more of gain and loss.” She tossed
a gold coin up into the air and caught it in her hand. “Anyway! We
made one koku. Maybe we’ll buy Chiri san a drink!”

Chiri overheard. She groaned and put
her hand over her eyes. It would be a while before the rat felt
like drinking sakē again.

Tonbo sat just nearby at the edge of
the stream, watching the carp family at play. He quietly smiled,
feeling well satisfied.

Sura ushered Reiju forward with a quiet
bow.

“In any case, my friend – a companion
waits to greet you.” The fox turned. “I shall find lunch for us
all.”

Reiju bowed. She walked forward to
greet Tonbo, turning with him to watch as Chōisai made a startling
golden leap clean up out of the water. Sura watched with them for a
moment, then softly walked away.

Tail swishing, Kitsune Sura padded
softly along the banks of the stream, following it back down
towards the camp. Water bubbled over great brown rocks, bringing a
beautiful tang of cool into the air.

Magistrate Masura sat in the shade
beside the rocks, on grass mats with a rough and ready picnic all
around him. Sura walked in past the samurai and foot soldiers
nearby, bowing to them as old friends. Magistrate Masura bowed to
her and motioned for the fox to join him.

“Would you care to eat, Sura san?”

Sura happily sat herself down. Aside
from his inevitable group of distant bodyguards, Magistrate Masura
was entirely alone. He took great delight in bringing forth several
little plates of food and arraying them out before her.

“I have just been sampling these rice
balls you made, Sura san. My compliments!” The man held a rice ball
up and admired it. “The small grey balls of seasoning give them a
nutty flavour! And there are occasional strange juicy bursts of
savour in the centre.”

Sura absolutely beamed. “They are
Tonbo’s favourite, my Lord.”

Magistrate Masura gave a wise and
knowing smile. “Ah. The love that goes into making them shows…”

Sura blushed – and then she noticed
that her host had provided crispy roasted pork belly and little
honey dumplings. Sura helped herself to food, Magistrate Masura
gave himself an extra helping of bug-and-rice balls, and all was
well with the world.

 


 


In a little village down on the Raiden
side of the mountains, a great grove of ancient trees shaded an old
inn. The staff were cheerful and extremely discrete – the inn was
renowned as a trysting place for star-crossed lovers. It had the
great benefit of being isolated, and absolutely, utterly quiet.

Hako lay full length on the inn’s back
porch. The ninja felt ill – unbearably, absolutely ill. After
passing an appalling night being shuttled swiftly away by her men,
she had woken to find herself still drunk.

She was horrified. It was entirely
unfair – you went to sleep, you woke up, and you were sober.
Possibly sick – but sober. But the roof spun, the floor was moving,
and Hako just wanted everything to end.

A ninja was disciplined. A ninja did
not fall prey to weaknesses of the flesh. But for the moment, this
particular ninja just wished that either the floor would stop
moving, or that the world would end. Either alternative was
perfectly acceptable.

Hako sat up, trying to keep her back
straight and shoulders squared. It was a heroic effort, and it
almost killed her. She reached out to sip from a tea kettle filled
with cool water, and wished that every fox and rat on earth would
burn in hell.

One of her team leaders came racing
noisily across the inn, bringing a second agent hurrying grimly in
his wake. The team leader knelt beside Hako, and delivered his
report in an excruciatingly firm voice.

“Leader!”

Hako tried to wave the man into
lowering his voice.

“Shhh! Shhh!” She swallowed, trying to
keep her stomach under control. “Wh-what is your report?”

The team leader bowed.

“Lord Raiden was unsuccessful, leader.
One of the imperial magistrates came to meet the Spirit Hunters,
and Lord Raiden is at a stand.”

The second operative scowled.

“Lord Raiden may blame the clan for
this failure.”

Hako glowered.

“Lord Raiden allowed futile greed to
place him in an untenable position. He has come off easily enough.”
She irritably took another drink of water. “Foxes. I hate
foxes!”

The second operative looked on in
concern.

“Please excuse me, leader – but how do
you feel?”

Determinedly gathering her
resources, Hako stiffened up her back.

“A ninja cares nothing for
sickness. Infirmity is a matter of mind.” She waved a hand towards
the common room, summoning another man. “I will eat now and regain
strength!”

Seeing Hako’s signal, one of
her junior men came hastening from the depths of the inn. He
carried a tray piled with platters, plates and bowls. The man set
it all proudly out before Hako, sitting back with a smile.

“Leader – the inn sends its
specialty! It is fish swimming in finest sakē!”

A bowl in the middle of the
tray held a large poached fish half drowned in sakē. The scent of
it hit Hako in one great foul, nauseating wave. The ninja woman
clamped a hand over her mouth, somehow shot up to her feet, and ran
madly off to be sick into the garden.

Rats and foxes! Hako damned the
wretched creatures straight to hell.

 


 


On the road back to his castle,
Lord Raiden Katsura rode up onto the crest of a hill. He swung his
tired, wheezing horse about, and sat to stare back towards the
south – towards the lands where Magistrate Masura and his men were
encamped.

Lord Raiden’s hatamoto – his
bodyguards, generals and close advisors – all closed about beside
him. The armed and armoured men glared back towards the south.

Lord Raiden clenched his hands
about his reins in cold, pure fury.

“We have bowed and scraped to
the Emperor’s representatives for the last time.”

One of his hatamoto hissed,
then resignedly shook his head.

“We must obey the Emperor, my
lord.”

“Then we need a more biddable
Emperor…”

Lord Raiden turned his horse
back towards his own lands.

“When the ninja leader
reappears, tell her I have a message for her to deliver.” The
samurai lord settled his sword in his belt.

“It is high time we took
matters properly in hand…”

The warlord whipped his tired
horse. The beast lumbered forward, heading off into the north –
towards his castle.

In the lands beyond, the Raiden
commanded tens of thousands of armed men. Hundreds of thousands of
koku worth of land. The power to make and break a realm…

His heart dark with rage, the
warlord rode on.
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Chapter
1

A gorgeous sunny morning drifted
with hazy, golden light. The upland hills looked down over a great,
wide forest that glittered with dew. Here and there, the first few
leaves were beginning to turn to shades of scarlet, straw and
honey-brown. The great ocean of trees stretched away into the
distance, finally fading off into a haze.

Far-distant hills were
vanishing beneath a curtain of rain. But here on the little sunny
road, all was well. Kitsune Sura revelled in the sharp, fresh
breeze. She ran along beside the path, chasing dragonflies. The fox
revelled in the flash and shimmer of the insects, the wind stirring
at her long orange pony tail – its white tip flashing in the sun.
Sura laughed, simply in love with the world.

Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo walked
along the road just behind her. The dirt road was covered with
windblown leaves which felt delightfully soft underfoot. They
strolled happily along, surrounded by Sura’s enthusiasm, holding
hat brims to keep them steady in the breeze.

Four well-mounted armoured
samurai came down the road ahead, leading the way before a pair of
beautifully decorated palanquins. The palanquins were carried by
well-dressed porters and accompanied by a gaggle of servants and
maids, and a small group of happy foot soldiers. The Spirit Hunters
waved to the samurai and gave the procession room to pass.

The curtains of one palanquin
lifted up. A young woman dressed in bright cheerful robes looked
forth. In her arms she held a bright little six year old boy.

Sura rippled and changed into
her half-and-half form, fox face grinning. The child was absolutely
enthralled. He bounced and waved, tugging at his nurse’s robes in
excitement. Sura threw the boy a flower, and bowed merrily to the
foot soldiers. The entire procession bid the Spirit Hunters a
cheerful good morning, then turned to take a side path off towards
the great, green forest.

Sura walked on down the road.
She ran her fingers through the seed-heads of the tall grass
growing on the verge, throwing seeds up to come raining down upon
Kuno and Tonbo. She looked out over the hills, the forest, the
sunshine and the distant rain, throwing her arms open to the
wind.

“This is so pretty!” The forest
climbed off and away, with hills and valleys all hidden beneath a
sparkling brocade of leaves. “So this is Sano territory?”

Kuno dusted off his beautiful
armour, shedding grass seeds all about his feet.

“They are not the largest of
clans, but fierce and well respected. They are descended in a minor
degree from the Imperial family.”

Sura turned to look at the
lands stretching all around them. “So does Sano territory run
far?”

“Well – there are many
scattered estates…” Clans – particularly the oldest clans such as
the Ishigi and the Sano – held parcels of land and various manors
scattered widely up and down the sacred isles. “But their heartland
is here – the north bank of the Sano River.”

Sura looked the road up and
down. Apart from two peddlers, the little procession of palanquins
and a pair of wood cutters with a pack horse, there was nobody else
sharing the roads. “Pretty quiet for a heartland!”

“Indeed.” Kuno nodded. “This is
not an important province. It is quite small.”

Sura struck a pose. “Yeah! But
perfectly formed!”

Kuno seared the fox with a
lofty glance. Sura swatted at him.

“Oh come on! I’m witty
and decorative! Two for the price of one!”

Tonbo gave a nod. “Also
noisy.”

Sura threw open her hands.
“That’s not noise! That’s charisma!”

The big samurai raised one
eyebrow. “Charisma?”

“It’s like noise, but it has a
cuter tail!”

Kuno cleared his throat. He was
keen to continue his lecture.

“If I may be permitted to
continue?” Resplendent in his pink and white laced armour, Kuno
pointed north towards the hills. “Over those hills it is the
Imperial heartland: the estates that support the Imperial samurai –
estates of the court nobility… After many days walk, you come to
the lands of the great Buddhist Temples – and finally to the
capital itself!”

Chiri looked off towards the
north, her long white hair streaming softly in the breeze. The
white rat gave a wistful sigh.

“I have never seen the capital.
I have heard that it is very beautiful.”

“Then we’ll go there!” Sura
looked happily off towards the capital. “We’re heading vaguely
northward. We could always detour and see the sights!”

Tonbo rested a considering
glance upon the fox.

“We have work to do.”

“Hey – there’s as likely to be
ghosts in the capital as anywhere! Just classier ones!” Sura perked
up her ears. “Oooh – I bet the restaurants are good!”

Beside her, Tonbo gave a sigh.
“We have no money for capital city restaurants.”

“Well maybe we could only chase
ghosts that live in restaurants!”

The Spirit Hunters walked on.
The road dipped down to follow one edge of the mighty forest,
heading towards distant smoke that heralded a nearby town. Rain
drifted in beautiful curtains far away, making a spectacular wash
of shapes and shadows against the morning sun.

An old tree had fallen in a
storm, and had continued growing on its side. Sura flitted forward
and stepped up onto the tree trunk, gazing joyously off towards the
distant rain. The wind flooded cool, crisp scents into the
breeze.

“It’s a beautiful day! Bright
skies, clear roads, Kuno isn’t reciting poetry…” The fox flipped
her hair out into the wind. “What could possibly go wrong?”

Chiri wilted sightly. She
flicked an anxious glance towards Tonbo and Kuno.

“I have such a terrible feeling
every time she says that…”

Sura leapt merrily down from
the fallen tree trunk. “You worry too much! You have me to
look after you! A kitsune of the great Kitsune family of Fox
Mountain! A fox is fearless! A fox is a paragon of
anticipation!”

Kuno dubiously cleared his
throat. “Are we to be shown examples of this indomitable courage
soon?”

“Courage is only one kitsune
tail! It is used when wisdom tells us it is time to be unleashed.”
Sura slung her spear across her shoulders. “Now come on! Otherwise
I won’t make you rice-balls for lunch!”

The fox flitted merrily onward
down the road, calling out a welcome to a frog that leapt out of a
puddle. Chiri watched her with admiration and concern.

“Does charisma eventually make
you tired?”

Kuno gave a sigh. “We can but
hope.”

Thankfully, the rain was still
far away, and the breeze pleasingly fresh. Kuno, Tonbo and Chiri
settled packs upon their backs and marched on, hurrying to catch up
with Sura before she did anything ‘colourful’. They moved off
towards the distant smoke of village cooking fires, enjoying the
golden morning sun.

 


 


Behind them the little
procession of palanquins wended their way down through soft, bright
paths – down into the edges of the woods. The four mounted samurai
led the way forward beneath great overhanging boughs still heavy
with dew. The mounted men ducked beneath low branches, calling and
laughing to one another.

Behind them, servants and foot
soldiers also enjoyed the beautiful cool day. The curtains of the
little boy’s palanquin were open, and the child marvelled at the
droplets glistening in the trees. Here and there, a leaf slowly
fell, spiralling softly down onto lush, wet earth below.

The path led onward past
strange, quiet groves, where orange shelves of fungi jutted from
the trunks of gnarled old trees. Toadstools grew in shaded little
groups, their heads all bowed together like conspirators. Here and
there, bright beams of sunlight shone downward through the leaves
high overhead. Dust motes drifted back and forth, wandering
aimlessly about inside the columns of soft white light.

Dark spaces lay in the cool
green depths of the forest beyond. There were small noises here and
there – the drip of water and the slow, soft fall of leaves.
Creatures called out – unseen and mysterious. Inside the palanquin,
the boy looked about with great wide eyes, staring at a new,
amazing world.

They came to a beautiful
clearing in the forest. The trees all around formed a great, broad
wall of shadows, while sunlight glimmered off countless small
flowers in the grass. Insects wove quietly overhead and tiny
creatures flitted softly off into the leaves.

The palanquins were carefully
set down upon the grass. Two young ladies-in-waiting came forth,
bearing baskets of herbs and flowers. The boy came tumbling out
into the sun. Giggling and laughing, he ran happily through the
grass, squealing as his ladies-in-waiting gave chase, swept him up
into their sleeves and tickled his belly.

The four armoured samurai
dismounted. They kept themselves well away from the little boy and
his ladies, giving them privacy. The samurai kept a watch upon the
forest, attention never wavering, setting careful guard. Behind
them, servants laid out grass mats upon the ground, bringing forth
food and flasks of drink. The foot soldiers spaced themselves out
to make a guard cordon at the forest fence. They moved forward,
searching into the nearby woods, checking to make certain the
shadows held no hidden enemies.

The little boy seized a red
ball, and began hurling and chasing it through the grass. The two
ladies-in-waiting watched him for a moment, then settled themselves
down. They opened up their baskets of herbs and sorted everything
out upon the grass mats.

Flower matching was an ancient
courtly game – one that needed a high level of skill. The women had
been given the flowering ends of a dozen different herbs. They now
needed to find the matching roots. Much was at stake – the places
of honour at the great harvest ceremony banquets would be given to
the two women who held the winning score. Old Lady Harimaru, noble
of the third rank at the imperial court and senior priestess at the
Sunrise Shrine, had orchestrated the contest herself. She had been
cunning – some of her herb choices had been exotic in the extreme!
But the ladies–in-waiting were a match for her.

Old Harimaru had taken a
journey to the ancient Forest of Owarijima – an island noted for
its groves of ginko and alpine oak. But those exact same trees grew
in this old forest in profusion. Others might be at a loss – but
the two Sano women were a match for the old witch at last. They
plunged into the great profusion of flowers and weird little forest
herbs that grew all through the clearing, calling out in delight as
they swiftly made discoveries.

The little boy followed his
ball into the edge of the forest, running through an ocean of
dandelions. Seeds flew into the air as he ran, and one of the
ladies called out after him with a musical laugh.

“Yukiwakumaru chan! Don’t go
far! Stay here in the grass!”

The second lady – a woman who
wore wisteria-patterned robes – suddenly straightened up holding a
weird, twisted root in her hands.

“Here! The roots match the
stems. That’s another one we’ve found!” The woman was triumphant.
“They’re here! We can find them all here, I know it! This forest is
a wonderland. I don’t know why everyone avoids it!”

Her friend saw a subtle glimmer
of parasitic flowers climbing up a nearby tree. She tied back her
sleeves and hair like a samurai about to go into action, and her
friend came racing over in amazement.

“There?”

“There! Up in the trees! The
old witch thought we wouldn’t think to look above the ground!” She
gathered up her skirts. “Help me up!”

The friend looked dubiously at
the rugged old trees. “Are we dressed for this?”

“We will gather the plants by
our own hands!” Her friend tied back her hair like a hero. “Sakura
san - Here I go!”

The girl began swarming her way
up the tree, but almost immediately became quite hopelessly stuck
in the branches. Soon her friend, two foot soldiers, a servant and
the porters were all involved in trying to extricate the poor young
lady from on high.

Out in the nearby forest, the four samurai
looked back at the commotion and shook their heads. The men moved
onward, keeping a cordon about the little boy as he moved into the
great green world beneath the trees.

Water dripped and flowed into a little
rivulet that ran splashing off amongst gnarled roots and great
brown stones. The boy ran past a weird castle made from fungi
shelves and toadstools, standing to stare up in wonder at the
branches high above.

His ball bounced over to the roots of a
tree. The little boy toddled over and picked it up – then turned,
listening as a hollow little rap of sound echoed through the woods
nearby.

One of the samurai called to him. The boy
turned and carried his ball over to the warrior, who knelt down and
welcomed him happily. The little boy threw his ball awkwardly to
one of the other samurai. The man checked it with his foot, and
passed it to another man.

Court football was an old, old pastime of
warriors all up and down the sacred isles. One samurai stood aside,
keeping an eye upon the woods. The other three gathered with the
little boy and eagerly taught him how to play. The contestants all
stood in a circle, and the ball was kept up and in play, never
touching the ground. The armoured men all encouraged the child,
helping him flick up the ball with his feet. They cheered him,
encouraging him – all old friends together.

One of the men kicked the ball to his
friend, and it rebounded from the man’s breastplate and ricocheted
off and away. The ball bounced off, running down along the little
rivulet. It rolled on and on, somehow managing to keep rolling off
with insulting, lazy speed.

The samurai who had kicked the ball was
elected to go and fetch it back. The man jogged off after it,
finally catching up as the ball landed in a tangle of brambles. But
mud, the slippery rocks and fallen leaves all worked their magic.
The samurai managed to fall over in the brambles, becoming tangled
as he floundered in the stream. He called for help, and the other
three men all ran to him, wading gingerly forward to try and cut
great looping strands of bramble bush and carefully peel the poor
man free.

The little boy ran up with the men, watching
and laughing. Unexpectedly, a soft, slight sound of childish
laughter drifted from the trees.

A faint sound like the beat of a little drum
came from the leaves. The little boy turned and peered off into the
gloom.

The drum
sound came again – a single hollow ‘thock’ like a dry gourd being
struck with a stick. Soft giggles came from somewhere just nearby.
The boy stepped around a tree, eyes wide, looking for the source of
the sound.

Something moved in the forest. The child’s
eyes shone with wonder as he moved slowly onward.

Back at the clearing, the two
ladies-in-waiting finally retrieved the flowers from the branches
of an old gnarled tree. Servants helped them down, and the women
laughed, brushing mournfully at the streaks left by moss and bark
across their robes. They both looked towards the four samurai in
the forest, and the girl in the wisteria robe called out into the
gloom.

“Yukiwakumaru chan? It is time
to go. You mother and his lordship will be waiting for you!”

There was no answer. Inside the
woods, two samurai looked up from rescuing their muddy comrade. The
fourth looked across towards them, suddenly giving a scowl.

The smiles fell from the
ladies’ face. They stepped forward into the trees.

“Yukiwakumaru?” Both women
suddenly felt cold.

“Yukiwakumaru…?”

The samurai were running.

They raced to where they had
last seen the boy, only a score of steps away. There was no sign of
him – no sign of anything moving or lurking. The forest was empty,
still and silent.

Sick with fright, the
ladies-in-waiting clawed their way through the trees. The foot
soldiers ran forward, looking wildly about themselves. The servants
called out for the little boy. Some even searched back inside the
palanquins.

“Yukiwakumaru san!”

The samurai plunged into the
underbrush, the ladies-in-waiting stumbling beside them, tearing
their robes on the thorns. One samurai turned as one of the foot
soldiers shouted, pointing to a tree. The samurai raced over,
stared at the ground in shock, then called for the girl in the
wisteria robes.

“My Lady Fujiko…!”

The woman rushed over to his
side.

Little Yukiwakumaru’s clothing
lay empty on the ground, as though it had simply fallen away. The
lady-in-waiting seized the robes and looked wildly about at the
woods. No tracks led from the clothing – no blood, no footprints.
The trees were empty. All around her, the forest loomed, dark and
suddenly horrible. An ice cold wind came hissing through the trees.
The woman sank down, ashen, her flesh suddenly as cold as
death.

“Yukiwakumaru?”

From far off in the forest,
there came a ghostly echo of childish laughter – as if many small
voices were fading away. And then, echoing softly in the gloom,
there came the single beat of a small gourd drum…

A chill wind blew, and then the
forest lay silent.
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Chapter
2

An ornate palanquin swayed its
way along the road beside the vast, dark forest. Court archers,
fifty Imperial foot soldiers and a dozen samurai strode along the
road, guarding pack horses laden with baggage. Yet more mounted
samurai led the way ahead and guarded the flanks and rear. But it
was a light-hearted procession: sages, courtiers and teachers had
come. A white-haired old court official strolled easily along
beside the palanquin, pointing out the names of mountains, trees
and herbs to the occupant. It was a free and easy kind of day.

Magistrate Masura, mounted,
armoured and wearing an immaculately folded eboshi cap, came
galloping down the road with a wedge of men behind him. They rode
straight to the palanquin, slewing to a halt on the grass nearby.
Lord Masura and his officers vaulted down from their saddles and
knelt on the verge of the road, facing the elaborate palanquin.

The bearers set down the
palanquin. Two attendants knelt, making ready to raise the
curtains. The assembled soldiers, porters, servants and courtiers
all knelt, faced towards the palanquin, and gave a deep, reverent
bow.

The curtains were raised, and
the passenger gazed eagerly out into the bright, cool world.

He was a sprightly boy of
thirteen or fourteen years, with high cheekbones and bright brown
eyes. He had dressed himself rather hopefully in ‘hunting attire’ –
bright green hakama and a dark scarlet-brown outer robe with the
sleeves tied in, ready for archery. He wore the same ‘field cap’ as
the samurai he so admired. The boy eagerly emerged from his seat
holding a sheathed sword in hand, looking about the landscape in
wonder.

“Spectacular! The landscape is
so wild.”

Magistrate Masura lifted his
head up from his bow.

“Imperial Majesty. This is
further than any emperor has come from the capital in a great many
years. Perhaps we should return now?”

“It is high time an emperor
came here to look.” The boy waved a hand at Magistrate Masura. “I
am the emperor, uncle Shiro. Please do not scold me. In any case –
see? We are incognito! We do not wish to cause the population any
inconvenience.” The boy emperor turned and beamed. “No one even
realises I am gone!”

Masura smiled indulgently and
shook his head.

“Yes, Majesty. Except for the
court, who will be wondering at the sudden peace and quiet.”

Magistrate Masura was ‘uncle’
in name only – but the relationship was real. He looked upon the
boy with fondness as the young emperor walked out into the great,
wide open world.

The boy stood and looked at the
nearby forest in wonderment. It spread clean across the horizon –
vast and old, climbing hills and filling valleys with deep, dark
shadow. The young man stared at it all in wonder.

“Where are we?”

The white-haired old court
official bowed.

“Imperial Majesty, this is the
end of the ancient heartland provinces. Beyond us, you see the
lands of the Sano clan: an ancient samurai clan related to the
Imperial family by marriage of the Sano lord to Imperial Princess
Ishiko three hundred years ago.”

The emperor turned about,
gazing at the far off hills with their fortified manors and fields.
Rain swept the hills, with great shining bands of sun glimmering
between the clouds. Herons flew overhead, heading off towards
wetlands somewhere far beyond the forest. The emperor drank
everything into himself with a quiet, reverent awe.

“I have never seen samurai clan
lands before.” The boy’s voice became wistful. “I have never seen a
forest before…”

The forest spread beside them –
vast and dark. It reached out to the young emperor with a weird,
chill fascination. He stared at it, feeling the forest brooding –
waiting. It seemed almost to be watching him in return…

He took a step towards the
forest – pulled slowly forward, almost unware that he moved. But
the old court official broke in upon his thoughts.

“Forgive me, but we should not
linger, Majesty.” The old man turned and gestured back towards the
north. “Your unscheduled excursion has disrupted the court’s
routine. We have come a full day’s travel from the Lotus Temple. It
will take us many hours to return to civilisation.”

The emperor waved the old
official away. Finally breaking away from the hypnotic pull of the
forest, he strode away into a field. He joined Magistrate Masura –
his beloved uncle in all but blood – and the two of them stood,
staring out across the vast expanse of open space.

The emperor breathed in the air
with excitement at his newfound freedom. He leaned in to speak
softly into Masura’s ear.

“They mean well – but I’m
stifling, Shiro san! I have seen nothing but palace walls and the
Imperial temples ever since I was born!”

“They are concerned for you,
Imperial Majesty.” The samurai lord kept a mild, understanding
smile upon his face. “Your court is unused to such bursts of
activity.”

Magistrate Masura turned and
examined the youth beside him. The young man was filled with
frustrated energy – chafing, but full of hope. The samurai lord
looked fondly at the boy, and understood.

“If your Imperial Majesty will
forgive my unpardonable effrontery… But he seems to be frustrated
with the course of his life.”

The boy-emperor stared off into
the distance.

“I feel… useless. Like a thing
of no real value within myself.”

“Your Majesty is the most
valuable treasure of the sacred islands. A descendant of the Kami!
Your subjects are sworn to your service.”

“But do they value the man, or
merely the office?” The emperor quietly flexed his hands.

“I should so like to be valued
for who I am, and not what I am.”

The emperor sadly looked at the
useless sword in his hand.

“Once, the emperors were
heroes. The blood of gods flowed in our veins. We wrested the
sacred islands from the Oni demons, sword in hand…” He quietly hung
his head. “But now, no one teaches an emperor the way of the
sword…”

Magistrate Masura looked at the
youth. He nodded softly, then leaned in closer, making sure that
they could not be overheard.

“Your Imperial Majesty is a
hero to us.” The samurai’s voice was filled with pure, patient
conviction. “Where the warlords feud and bring disruption to the
land, your Majesty is the call for peace. By arbitration and
manipulation, you will learn to weld a country together as one
nation. This is what your father planned when he sent you to be
educated in statecraft. This is why your father established the
Imperial magistrates, and founded the clans of Imperial samurai. We
are to be your eyes and ears, Majesty – and your sword if need be.”
Lord Masura looked into the emperor’s eyes. “The country shall be
saved from war, if the emperor and those who truly serve him are
strong.”

Magistrate Masura gave a
profound, determined bow.

“Please forgive my
impertinence.”

The emperor sighed and looked
out across the wilderness. He knew that the words were true, but
still he could feel only emptiness inside his heart. With bowed
shoulders, he turned back towards the road.

Magistrate Masura stood and
thoughtfully brushed his fingers across his moustache. He looked
off towards the west, frowning at the fine, far distant rain.

“Imperial Magistrate Kyujin has
a garrison castle near the Sano border…” He seemed to uncover an
interesting thought. “Perhaps it would please your Majesty to be a
guest of Kyujin san for the night?”

The boy emperor whirled, eyes
as wide as moons – joy shining in his face.

“A real castle?” He almost
danced with delight. “Yes, uncle Shiro san! Oh please yes!”

Magistrate Masura’s voice was
fond.

“It will not please your
Majesty’s advisors, but I can arrange it. Is it truly your order,
Imperial Majesty?”

The boy drew himself up to his
full height and squared his shoulders. His face was full of
joy.

“Yes, Lord Masura Shiro. It is
an Imperial command!”

“Then I must ride onwards with
my men to prepare your Majesty’s welcome. It is perhaps an hour’s
travel to the west. We shall instruct your escort. Perhaps you
might dally on your way? I hear there is an excellent view from a
bridge further along this road.” The magistrate knelt and gave a
bow.

“I will see your Imperial
Majesty in a few hours’ time.”

Magistrate Masura bowed again.
He rose and mounted his horse, taking his bow in hand. Taking his
officers with him, the magistrate galloped swiftly ahead down the
road, swerving off and away towards the west. The emperor watched
the men ride, delighting in the brave display of horses, armour and
weapons. He then turned and looked back towards the fields, and to
the great, looming forest just beyond.

There was something strange
about the place. Something dark – almost aware. The young emperor
felt a chill against his skin. The hairs at the back of his neck
stirred in a strange breath of icy cold.

He flexed his fingers about his
sword, and stared at the trees. The old court official moved
forward to stand beside him, and gave a reverent bow.

“Imperial Majesty – shall we
return now to the Lotus Temple?”

“No, not yet.” The emperor
reached a sudden decision. “I will walk! I will explore!”

The court official went stiff
with shock. “Majesty!”

“Yes…” The young emperor
determinedly began to walk away from the palanquin, the road and
all his servants. “High time indeed!”

The emperor strode towards the
forest – hoping to look determined and heroic. He was not really
wearing the best possible footwear for the occasion – bearskin
riding boots gave poor purchase on the soggy grass. But the boy
waded forward, and the courtiers, servants and guards behind him
could only goggle – and then desperately hasten forward to protect
their lord.

Their steps faltered as they
entered in beneath the forest eaves. The air became chill and damp.
The drip-drip-drip of water from leaves seemed to echo in the vast
green gloom.

Tree trunks soared overhead
like pillars of a dark, fantastic temple. Sunlight seemed to
disappear as only a few bright shafts shone here and there,
sparkling downward through the canopy. Dense stands of underbrush
gave way to open, cavernous spaces, where fallen tree trunks hosted
growths of pale, gleaming toadstools.

Old leaves carpeted the ground
with brown and amber. Orange shelf fungi stood out with startling
colours here and there against the trees. But the rest of the world
seemed dark with shadow – lit here and there with bright islands of
spectacular, living green.

The emperor moved slowly
forward, peering owlishly about himself. His clumsy shoes made loud
foot-falls as he stepped across the carpet of fallen leaves.

Courtiers moved carefully
behind him, creeping out into the shadows. Their bright robes shone
like flowers in the great green void. Imperial guards advanced,
stepping cautiously into the depths. The remaining Imperial samurai
kept close by the emperor’s side.

Rivulets ran off into the heart
of the forest. The emperor move onwards, soon losing sight of the
outside world. Sunlight made strange little islands inside the
forest where dust motes danced and flowers blazed. He followed the
splash of water, looking about in cautious, dazed amazement.

The ground underfoot became
muddy. The rivulets flowed down into a great, black pond choked
with fallen trees. Oil slicks shimmered on the surface, gleaming
purple with thick, reflected light.

Out in the depths, long, slow
bubbles rose…

A weird chill seemed to spread
out into the air. There was a feeling, like something watching and
unseen, something that prickled slowly at the senses. The emperor
moved back and away from the slick black water, pushing through a
thicket that cracked and crackled as he walked.

Something seemed to be there –
deeper in the forest. Something that slipped just out of view. The
emperor paused, listening – every hair standing on end – and then
suddenly he heard a faint, hollow ‘thock’ of sound from
somewhere through the trees.

The old grey-haired courtier
moved quietly to the emperor’s side. The old man kept his eyes
scanning at the shadows.

“Your Imperial Majesty, please
be careful. There are many dangers in the wilds.” The dark spaces
were great, threatening voids. More and more, the forest gave forth
a creeping sense of dread. “I must insist that we return to the
road. We cannot protect you here.”

The emperor flicked a scornful
glance at the old man, and at the fluttering courtiers nearby.
“Protect me?”

The old man immediately turned.
He bowed to the emperor in absolute, resolute gravity, followed by
all of the courtiers nearby.

“We are your court, Majesty. We
will gladly sacrifice ourselves to ensure your welfare.” The old
man’s voice was firm.

“You are the
Emperor.”

The boy emperor turned. Behind
and beside him, a scattering of guards, samurai and courtiers all
held their bows with total intensity. The boy felt a sting of
shame, and motioned quietly to one and all.

“Please. Do please forgive
me.”

He turned to face the heart of
the forest.

Something shivered just at the
edge of perception. Something strange…a flitting, fading presence
that seemed to quiver here and there deep in the trees. There was a
sensation of cold – of dread. A creeping chill that seemed to
spread across the ground like an invisible fog.

The emperor turned his head,
feeling his senses prickle. He tried to search the trees and the
branches, but nothing stirred. Still…

“There is something strange
here. Almost as if I can feel… Eyes.”

Movement flickered off in the
trees.

A hollow sound echoed – like a
gourd drum. Once… twice. And somewhere, just faintly drifting in
the still air – there came a weird sound of childrens’
laughter.

The sounds suddenly
vanished.

The grey-haired courtier backed
the emperor away from the dark.

“Quickly, your Majesty. We must
go!”

Something in the forest seemed
to heave and move – dark shadows pulsed, as though something had
suddenly awakened. The emperor stepped backwards, staring at the
trees. He backed slowly away, feeling his way back towards the
outer world.

The samurai moved back, and the
emperor moved with them. They withdrew carefully – back through the
crackling thickets. Imperial guards ran forward to join with the
samurai, arrows nocked to bows. They backed slowly, covering the
gradual, clumsy retreat. Courtiers clung tight about the emperor to
protect him from harm. They edged out through the thickets, eyes
staring at the dark forest beyond, weapons twitching to cover every
swaying leaf – every speck of flickering shadow…

Something flashed out of the
darkness behind them. A pair of guards were smashed apart.
Something pierced through a courtier and lifted him screaming, high
into the air.

The black water heaved.
Bursting from beneath came a vast, hideous mass of tentacles and
countless screaming skulls.

The creature was a nightmare –
a titanic, bestial amoeba made of rotting flesh, old armour, swords
and fused bone. Skulls were packed all through the immense
creature’s body, all shrieking and gibbering in hate.

Like some titanic beast, the
entity heaved itself up out of the lake, lashing out with tentacles
to seize onto the trees. A mouth as big as a cave formed, suddenly
splitting open – countless rusted sword and spear blades dripping
like rotten fangs.

Pseudopods bearing rusting
blades sweep out to slaughter the emperor’s entourage. Tentacles
speared out from screaming skull-mouths, piercing victims and
dragging them back in against the snapping, rending teeth. Cut off
from the road, the emperor fled, ducking as a tentacle studded with
spear blades flashed past, tearing at his robes. Imperial samurai
were smashed apart. The emperor flung himself into a ditch, losing
hat and shoes. The raging, rotting giant shattered saplings as it
surged forward. The emperor scrabbled clear, his mind numb with
shock as the monster tore his entourage apart.

They were all cut off from the
road. The corpse monster lumbered inexorably towards them, moving
with pseudopods that formed decaying legs of slime and bone. Arrows
from the last few guards struck at the monster, sinking uselessly
into the rotten flesh, iron and bone. The emperor and his courtiers
fled back, deeper and deeper into the gloom.

The emperor unsheathed his
sword, halting, wanting to turn back. The old grey-haired courtier
drew a long dagger and put himself between the boy and the raging
monster.

“Run, Majesty! We will buy you
time!” The immense monster was coming – tentacles whipped out to
spread through the forest to either side, cutting off all escape.
The old courtier gathered the last few imperial guards and foot
soldiers beside him.

“Run!”

The old man charged at the
monster with the last guards fighting loyally beside him. The
emperor stared and then started forward, wanting to help.

The battle raged amongst the
trees, with the corpse monster blundering forward, shattering trees
and whipping out to slaughter men with a single blow. The old
courtier and his men parried blades and tentacles – sliced at
rotting flesh, and then the monster reared. It slammed its vast
bulk down, crushing the men beneath it in a single horrifying
blow.

The immense monster reared and
gibbered in triumph, flinging flesh and blood about the trees.
Ducking through the brambles, the emperor turned and fled into the
forest, fighting free of his elaborate outer robes.

He ran, crashing into trees and
ducking through branches. Behind him, the screaming, raging titan
came onward, spreading a terrifying chill of death through the
gloom….

 


 


All through the afternoon, the
clouds lowered. A sparse mist speckled through the air, and rain
was sure to come. Every leaf and strand of grass shone and dripped
with moisture, and the sky became a brooding blue-black ocean of
cloud.

A large house stood at the edge
of a sprawling, rambling village. The main room looked out over a
stream that flashed and bubbled in the gloom. In the courtyard,
exhausted horses stood beneath pine trees, eyes rolling white with
fright.

The Spirit Hunters sat together
on the broad wooden porch, each with a hastily poured cup of tea
beside them. Their equipment had been stacked against the wall, and
their clothing was still wet from walking through the misty rain.
The air hung thick with the scent of wet socks, wet skin and damp
fox. Daitanishi and Bifuuko had managed to seat themselves upon a
teapot, warming themselves and drying off. They both watched
affairs unfold around them with interested eyes.

Sano Moko sat to one side. The
female samurai was dressed in armour that had sodden wet lacings
and smears of mud and grime. Frozen-faced and ashen, her fists were
balled tightly inside armoured gauntlets. Loose strands of hair
straggled carelessly down her face.

Two dishevelled, tear-streaked
ladies-in-waiting sat on mats facing the Spirit Hunters. Beside
them, four Sano clan samurai knelt, stiff faced and frozen with
shame.

The first of the two ladies in
waiting – still wearing stained, torn wisteria robes – kept her
head bowed in shame. Her voice barely whispered as she spoke to the
attentive Spirit Hunters. She described the events in the forest,
sometimes muddling her words. Tears fell onto the floor before her
as she spoke.

“… when we found Yukiwakumaru
chan’s clothes, they were still warm. It was as though he had been
spirited away.” The woman wept soundlessly and steadily, never once
lifting a hand to dry her face. “We searched and found nothing. No
tracks, no sign of kidnappers. He has vanished – simply
vanished…”

The second woman stared
woodenly at the floor. Her hands lay limp and lifeless in her lap.
She blinked slowly, seemingly uninterested in the world around
her.

“We have lost the heir to the
Sano clan. Our inability has cost us irredeemable shame.” The woman
slowly looked to Sura. “Clearly we must end our lives at once. Do
you not agree?”

The four Sano samurai all
swivelled to face Kitsune Sura. They bowed – faces all drawn tight
with shame.

Sura sipped her tea, watching
the ladies in waiting with a sour, considering eye.

“Yeah… Our helping you is
conditional on you humans not doing anything stupid.”

The dishevelled lady-in-waiting
looked blankly up at Sura. She slowly furrowed her brow.

“I do not understand.”

Kuno spoke gently – his voice
calm but firm.

“The priestess means that she
insists you do not take your lives.”

The lady-in-waiting wept, her
face drained of life.

“I cannot live beneath such
shame.”

Kuno drew in a thoughtful
breath. He carefully considered his words, nodding silently, then
turned formally towards the ladies-in-waiting and their four
samurai.

“Shame comes from failure.
Failure comes from fault. In this case, you claim more fault than
you deserve.” Kuno met each of the Sano samurai and women
eye-to-eye.

“You could not be expected to
stop a lightning bolt, nor an earthquake. A spirit or a monster is
also not a danger you could have planned for. You took reasonable
precautions. Whatever took Yukiwakumaru chan was clearly beyond
your experience.”

The woman in the wisteria robes
hid her face behind her sleeve.

“But how can I ever face her ladyship
again?”

Kuno
remained utterly stern. He set down his teacup with a
decided thump.

“That is your personal pride. A
samurai does not place pride above their duty.” Kuno bowed. “You
have a duty to serve the Sano clan. How do your dead corpses serve
to aid your lord or comfort his grieving wife?”

The woman in the wisteria robe
suddenly sat back. Her eyes widened as enlightenment struck home.
Shock and relief shone in her face. She looked at Asodo Kuno in
wonder.

“I see it!” She immediately
bowed to Kuno in profound gratitude.

“Thank you, samurai. Thank you,
priestess. I thank you for pointing out my error!”

The four Sano warriors all
bowed once more, joining the ladies-in-waiting as they pressed
their foreheads to the ground.

Tonbo nodded, then gently
rumbled to the tearstained women and their guards.

“Go – and be comforted. We
shall find Lord Sano’s son.”

The four samurai and
ladies-in-waiting quietly departed. Sano Moko watched them go. She
was weighed down – clearly suppressing a near frantic panic. The
woman ran a hand across lank, wet hair, pulling bracken from the
strands.

Moko paused with her fingers
across her eyes.

“They should never have gone
into the forest. Not even the edges. Had they listened to peasant
lore, they would have been more cautious.”

Chiri thoughtfully poured Sano
Moko another cup of tea. Her delicate pink rat ears listened
intently.

“Peasant lore warns of dangers
in the forest, Sano san?”

“It does. The peasants will not
even approach it. They say the forest has a hunger for
children.”

Sura arched her neck and looked
at Sano Moko, feeling rather aghast.

“Children go missing – and you
have done nothing?”

The female samurai grimly set
her shoulders.

“Many went missing ten years
ago, Sura san. But the disappearances stopped. They stopped because
the peasants keep their children far away from the forest.”

Sano Moko grimly hung her
head.

“Yukiwakumaru chan is the son
of my cousins. My father has adopted him, so that the clan will
have a male heir. He is extremely important to my clan.”

She turned. Together with the
Spirit Hunters, Bifuuko and Daitanishi, Sano Moko looked off
towards the great, black forest far across the valley.

The female samurai gazed out
through the rain.

“It is called the Forest of
Traitors. Fifty years ago, a rebellion was raised by the youngest
brother of the Sano lord. He was a samurai steeped in Maho –
evil blood magic. He slew his brother’s wife and children, but was
finally defeated with all his men.” Moko raised her hand and
pointed off towards the eastern valley. “The survivors were hounded
into the forest. A final battle took place in the forest swamps.
The traitors died, riddled with arrows, sinking into the dark
filth. They died swearing a hate that would last for all
eternity…”

Sitting in the shadows with
rain dripping from the eaves beside him, Kuno joined Sano Moko in
gazing at the woods.

“And now they have struck at
you again…” Kuno furrowed his brows in thought. “So then. The heir
has vanished. What steps have you taken Sano san?”

“I, too, am shamed.”

The cloth padding beneath Sano
Moko’s mail sleeves was soaking wet. Her shin guards were muddy.
The woman bowed her head and stared down at the flood boards.

“When the ladies-in-waiting
brought the news, I was on an inspection of the border towers. I
immediately led eight men straight to the clearing where my adopted
brother had disappeared. We fanned out to make a search…” Sano Moko
turned and looked at Sura, blank and lost.

“I led eight of my men into the
forest, Sura san. Only four returned.”

Sano Moko sat staring at a
scene now scored horribly into her memory. She shook her head
slowly – still scarcely able to believe.

“We fanned out, but kept in
sight of one another. Moving through the trees, I took the centre,
following the path left by the previous men. We found their trail
and then we moved onwards. Weapons drawn – absolutely alert…” Sano
Moko slowly blinked. “And then we noticed – the two men on one
flank had just… disappeared. We were moving forward through the
trees, and they were simply gone! I ran forward to check, six other
men beside me…” The samurai let her words trail away. She kept her
blank gaze upon the floorboards.

“Their armour was empty. Just…
empty. The clothes were inside, as if the bodies had somehow
vanished. Weapons lay there in the moss. And then we looked back.
Looked back for the men who had come running behind us.”

Sano Moko looked to Sura,
utterly chilled.

“Two more men had vanished.
They had been there with us – running behind the rest of us. But by
the time we looked – by the time we took stock – they were
gone.”

The samurai was completely at a
loss.

“Something took them. It just…
took them! No sound. No outcry. They were just gone. Only their
clothing and equipment remained…” Sano Moko looked away.

“The forest laughed at us, and
we ran…”

Usually so gruff – so acerbic
and controlled, Sano Moko suddenly wept. She wiped at her eye with
one armoured hand, angrily smearing tears away.

“He is only a little boy. He is
muddle-headed, and he comes into my room when he has nightmares and
wants me to make the bad dreams go away…” Moko turned and faced
away, hiding the tears in her eyes.

“He is my brother. He is the
heir – and I have failed him. I have failed my father. I am ashamed
to say that this is beyond my competence. But through our
association, I have learned that a wise samurai must recognise when
to ask for help. A wise samurai brings the best tools to bear.”

Sano Moko swivelled to face the
Spirit Hunters. She made a deep, stiff bow.

“I presume too much – but I
humbly beg you to help in the rescue of my brother Sano
Yukiwakumaru.”

Sura moved and quietly came to
sit beside Sano Moko. They sat together, side by side, rain
dripping from the eaves before them. Sura reached quietly over and
gripped Moko’s armoured hand.

“Shhh. Peace. We’ll find him.
Never fear – we’ll find him.”

Sano Moko swallowed.

“Could he even still be
alive?”

“Of course! Carnivorous
monsters don’t bother to neatly unwrap their meals.” The fox sat
back, looking at the forest. “We’ll find him.”

“We will reward you – I
promise!”

The fox gave a carefree
wave.

“If you want to reward us, then
kiss your brother when we find him.”

Sura turned back to her
partners. Chiri furrowed her brows and quietly considered the
problem before them, quietly curling her tail.

“Whatever lurks in the forest,
it is clearly dangerous. We should seek out clues to its origins
and possible weaknesses.”

Tonbo gave a nod.

“Agreed.” He turned towards
Sano Moko. “Moko san! What is the peasant village closest to the
Forest of Traitors?”

Moko straightened her back.

“There is a village by the
forest stream. Ōsuka village. It is quite small.”

“Good. That’s a start.”

Sura sat with Daitanishi on her
knee, quietly polishing the little fellow, who seemed to enjoy the
attention. The fox was concentrating. She nodded to Moko.

“You have kept this affair
quiet. I think it might be a good idea to continue. Do not bring in
hordes of samurai. If this kidnapper is elusive, you will only
scare it into hiding. Anyway, you don’t want to let your clan’s
enemies know that your heir is missing.”

Sano Moko gave a nod. Clear
thought came to her only slowly.

“That – that is a wise
suggestion, Sura san.”

Sura set Daitanishi floating in
mid-air beside her. She leaned over, grabbed hold of her spear,
then rose to her feet. Kuno saw the others rising and gathering
equipment, and turned to Sano Moko.

“We shall begin our quest. Moko
san – will you accompany us?”

Sano Moko began to rise, then
froze. She sank back down, feeling a weight of duty crushing down
upon her.

“With my brother gone, I am the
sole heir to the Moko clan.” She bowed her head. “It tears at me,
Kuno san – but I cannot risk accompanying you.”

Kuno looked at Moko in deep
respect.

“We understand the difficulty
of your decision. I believe you have chosen in the best interests
of duty.” He bowed solemnly and formally to the samurai. “We shall
return.”

Sano Moko bowed to the Spirit
Hunters.

“The forest hides much evil.
Please use great care.”

The Spirit Hunters retrieved
their backpacks and wet sandals. Straw raincoats were unrolled and
tied about shoulders. Sura jumped down onto the roadway, checked
the sky for imminent rain, then led the way out of the little
town.

Evening would be arriving soon.
They had perhaps an hour of light – enough to travel a little way
back along their tracks. Sano Moko’s heart would rest easier
knowing that they were already on their way.

Sura looked down the road. The
route ahead threaded past homes and farms, heading back towards the
east – towards the forest. The skies were dark, and crickets had
come out in force, chirping from somewhere underneath the trees.
Here and there, lanterns were already being lit. Back at the house,
a discrete group of Sano retainers were on guard – drawn faces the
only hint that disaster had struck the clan.

Sura looked back at the house,
then walked her companions across the road to stand beneath a
crooked pine tree. She fluffed out her raincoat and wrinkled her
nose in thought.

“Well – what did you guys think
of that?”

Chiri looked gently back
towards the house. “I think Sano san has greatly matured.”

“I mean about the mission!”
Sura rubbed her hands together in unseemly glee. “Sounds like we
have a proper monster again at last! Something I can banish!”

Tonbo patiently eyed the
fox.

“We will go into the forest
only when we’re ready.”

Sura gave a careless wave. “You
guys are just miffed that it’s not ninja or something mortal
again!”

Kuno settled his swords in his
belt.

“Our first duty is to see to
the safety of Lord Sano’s heir.”

The fox leaned on her spear and
grumbled.

“That’s another thing – why is
there always a kid involved these days? Why can’t we have entirely
adult problems for a while?”

Chiri pointedly cleared her
throat. “Like the whole Lodge of Doves episode?”

Sura turned decidedly prim. “I
thought we had an agreement never to mention that again…”

Rain began to spatter down
slowly – cold and persistent. Kuno looked down the road – but light
was swiftly failing. Soon it would be pitch black night, with no
stars.

“We can do little more
tonight.”

A reluctant grunt showed that
Tonbo agreed. “We will be no use to the boy in the dark.”

There had been a few scattered
farms out along the road. Signs of life were thin and sparse. Kuno
gave a frown.

“What is the best course?
Travel cross-country and camp in the field, or take the road, stay
at a farm house and risk comment?” Kuno gestured at Tonbo’s pack.
“Do we have any rations left?”

Sura brightened, patting at her
own bag. “I have rice balls!”

Her friends froze. With one
accord, they turned and headed straight towards the road. Sura
snatched up her spear and hurried along after them, holding onto
her straw hat.

“So does that mean we’re
finding a farm house?” A farm was certainly better than sleeping in
the wet. “Shall we keep the rice balls for breakfast? The bugs will
still be pretty fresh!” The fox called out through the rain.

“Guys?”
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Chapter
3

They spent the night in a
curious little farm house, camped together in half of the common
room. Their hostess, a heavily-wrinkled old woman, never spoke a
word. She merely bobbed in weird little bows at any interaction –
presenting her guests with a simple meal of pancakes, wordlessly
accepting a handful of copper coins in return – and the Spirit
Hunters left the next morning none the wiser as to her name.

They set forth before dawn,
walking along wet, silent roads in the dark. The fields were still.
Black clouds hung in the sky, masking off the stars. There was no
sound except their footsteps – no light except the glimmer made by
Bifuuko. They moved as swiftly as they dared, finally finding a
small path that led off towards the trees.

As grey pre-dawn light slowly
silvered the horizon, the outskirts of the ancient, brooding forest
finally stood out against the dark. From a hill top, the Spirit
Hunters paused and looked out over the view.

The wet treetops of the ancient
forest glistened like a vast, still ocean. The depths below were
still and black as night. There was no sound of birdsong – no
murmuring crickets. The place was weirdly stark and still. Sura
stood and pondered the great, black mass of trees for a long
moment. Finally she tucked her spear beneath her arm, faced off
along the road and marched onward – listening to the rattle of
Tonbo’s armour and the whirring of Bifuuko’s little wings.

The land about them slowly
warmed with morning light. In small fields autumn crops were
growing row by row – daikon radishes, cabbages, leeks and onions.
The second season’s wheat stood tall, growing lush from the cool
and rain. Farmhouses began to appear in ones and twos. Local
farmers were stirring, and cooking fires spread smoke into the air.
Here and there, a sleepy oxen lowed.

A village stood beside a deep,
clear spring. Neat, well-kept houses were shaded with peach trees.
A family of Sano samurai had a fortified mansion on the nearby
hill, and fields held a dozen grazing horses. Farmers were
beginning to emerge out into the village street, yawning and
scratching. Women were feeding their children, or throwing open
sliding doors ready to air the houses and sweep them clean. The
villagers took immediate note of their visitors as the Spirit
Hunters came down the road. Peasants bowed, and children came out
to gape in wonder at the floating elementals, the elegant white rat
and the fox with her great shimmering orange tail.

Sura pushed back her straw hat
and walked over to the nearest peasant – a chubby little man with
eyebrows like badgers. She planted her spear and gave a tired but
cheerful bow.

“Hey there! Do you guys have a
head man, or a local priest or…”

The peasant took off at high
speed, bobbing bows back towards the Spirit Hunters once he had run
back a dozen paces. The man darted off between two houses and
disappeared.

Kuno removed his cap and shook
it free of dew drops. He cast a sidewise glance at the fox.

“You can have that
effect upon the unwary.”

Sura flicked at the man with
her fingers. “Overwhelmed by my smile! Just one of the burdens I
have to bear.”

“That, or he was overcome by
the scent of rain-washed fox fur…”

“That is a classic scent! Guys
love that scent! Tonbo – back me up on this!”

All eyes turned to Tonbo. The
big samurai had been examining the houses and the spring. He looked
about, saw Kuno and Chiri’s attention, and gave an easy shrug.

“I like it.”

Tonbo went back to keeping
watch. Sura meanwhile stuck out her tongue at Kuno, then made her
way over beneath a little bower of ume trees.

The odd little peasant with the
shaggy eyebrows reappeared, hustling and scuttling. He bowed,
pointed two men over towards the waiting Spirit Hunters, and then
hastened off towards the waiting fields.

The two men hastened over. The
elder man had grey-shot hair and carried an old sword through his
belt. The second bustled along, hastily tying on his best robe.
Both came forward and warmly bowed. The elder spoke with warm,
sincere regard.

“Greetings, priestess.
Greetings, shugenja. Greetings, samurai. I am Head Man Hoshina
Yorimaro.” The head man was clearly a ji-samurai: rustic but well
mannered. He motioned to the other man beside him. “This is my
assistant, Tetsuya. Please, please be seated!”

A house beside the ume
trees had a dry porch and broad eaves. The Spirit Hunters were
ushered over and settled upon grass mats, while a very welcome cup
of tea was prepared. An old peasant woman brought the tea, and was
profusely thanked by one and all.

Kuno hoisted his cup in formal
thanks, and bowed to his hosts.

“Head Man Hoshina - I am
Imperial Deputy Asodo Kuno. This is Tsunetomo Tonbo, Nezumi Chiri,
and the priestess Kitsune Sura.”

The headman sat back in
absolute relief.

“Welcome! Welcome! Yes – you
are the Spirit Hunters! We have heard that you have been of great
assistance to the Sano clan in the past.” The man slapped his hands
against his thighs. “Well then, honoured guests. It seems that
finally our tragedies are being taken seriously. High time a group
of experts was sent out. Yes! I thank you for your efforts.”

Kitsune Sura nodded over her
teacup. “Well – we’ll see what can be done. But we need to know
what exactly might be happening in there. So tell me – this curse
on the forest. What happens exactly?”

The assistant head man placed a
hand against his heart. The little man spoke in a voice full of
woe.

“Ah, bold visitors. It is a
dark and mysterious evil. Ten years ago, it first took one of our
children. That was Little Willow. Such a loss!”

Kuno leaned forward.

“Little Willow?”

“Yes, samurai san. A most
beautiful, talented child of eight. She would have been a shugenja,
had she lived! A true magician! But alas – she was taken from us.”
The little man heaved a sigh, then drew his sitting mat a little
closer to the Spirit Hunters.

“Since the end of the traitors’
rebellion, we had avoided the forest depths. But then, after many
years, the memories lost their sting. Little Willow ventured alone
into the deep forest to seek for herbs. She disappeared. We never
even found her remains to bless them.” The head man shook his head
sadly. “After that, several others disappeared. Always from the
forest. No one ever saw them taken. Travellers on the forest roads
lost many children. Finally the roads were closed, and our trade
withered away.”

Kuno stroked at his moustache
in thought.

“But you have had no trouble
for a few years now?”

Hoshina nodded.

“That is because I have made
the forest forbidden territory, honoured samurai. None now come
closer to the forest than an arrow shot. It is the best way to be
safe. What we lose in firewood and forest herbs, we gain in safety
for our precious ones.”

Sura leaned forward, clapping
her hands together. She wore her most businesslike expression.

“Right. Details! So what’s
actually taking the children? Do you know what’s in the woods?”

Hoshina sorrowfully shook his
head.

“Ah – it is a great and
terrible evil, Reibai san. A terrible, terrible evil.”

Sura tried to be patient.

“So you’re saying you know
there’s an evil in there. It’s definitely a terrible evil – but you
just don’t know exactly what sort of evil?”

“Correct, Reibai san! It is a
truly terrible evil. None of us even speak of it.”

The fox irritably thrashed her
tail. “Well have any of you even glimpsed it? Seen it? Heard it at
night? Does it seem to concentrate in one area more than
another…?”

The head man and his assistant
exchanged a blank look. They both seemed quite bewildered. The
assistant could only shrug and blink.

“We don’t go near the forest,
Reibai san! Therefore, we do not know. The only ones with actual
knowledge are in the belly of the monster.”

Sura felt a headache coming on.
“Alright – thank you, Elder san. You’ve been very helpful.”

Hoshina and his assistant bowed
and departed. Sura sat for a moment and wearily rubbed at her
temples.

“Ten years? They wait ten
years?” The fox gave a great sigh of frustration. “I try to tell
people – regular check-ups with your exorcist. But do they
ever listen…?”

There was just no way to
account for human stupidity.

The group rose and walked back
into the street. Tonbo and Kuno frowned, pondering the forest
grimly.

With a timid cough, Chiri
ventured an opinion.

“I am not sure our information
is definite enough. Is there somewhere else we should try?”

“Hmph.” Tonbo cocked an eye at
Sura. “Thoughts?”

The fox heaved a sigh.

“All I was asking for was one
decent evil spirit. Just something I could banish…” She flicked her
tail from side to side as she looked over at the forest. “But now
I’m wondering if we might have a mortal kidnapper.”

Kuno folded his arms, still
frowning at the forest. “Quite possible. But whether it is mortal
or monster – why is it stripping its victims of all their
clothes?”

“Dunno.” Sura made a face. “Ew!
Maybe it’s got some sort of eerie naked corral in there or
something?”

Chiri and Kuno gave Sura a look
of pained distaste. The fox could only wave her hands.

“Well I don’t know! It’s evil!
It doesn’t have to be logical!” Sura tried to think. She planted a
fist upon her hip and scowled.

“Why would anyone just drop
their clothes, or a full suit of armour? And all in an instant? No
one saw or heard a thing!”

Chiri closed her eyes.

“Transformation.”

The others turned and looked at
her, understanding blossoming in an instant. The rat spirit
caressed Bifuuko in her hands and nodded.

“When we shape change, we drop
our equipment and our clothes. Only our bodies change shape.”

Kuno decidedly approved of the
idea.

“Ah, agreed! But what are they
changing into? And what is making them change…?”

With no ready answer, they all
walked on to the middle of the village, where the roadway ended,
trailing off into an overgrown old path. The first dark trees
loomed perhaps five hundred paces away, across an empty field of
grass.

With daylight here at long
last, the forest seemed more normal. The trees were vast and old,
with great interlocking branches. The space between the tree trunks
looked dark and still. A few insects stirred – a bird finally
called. But it still seemed strangely quiet, with a disturbing
brooding air.

Kuno stroked his chin.

“Do we go in?”

Beside him, Sura gave a nod.
She drew the sheath from the blade of her long spear.

“We go in” The fox readied her
equipment, breaking open an oilskin packet of bright yellow,
painted fu papers. “If it’s a realm-jumper, we banish it. If
it’s a restless spirit, we find its remains and put it to rest. If
it’s mortal kidnappers, we kick their arses and get the kid back as
quick as we can.”

Settling his pack, Kuno looked
thoughtfully along the length of the forest eaves.

“Sano san’s men found nothing
at the kidnap site. Clearly we need to make our search in a
different way.”

Tonbo thoughtfully scratched at
his stubble. “Perhaps they did not know what to look for?”

Chiri settled Bifuuko safely in
her hair.

“Excuse me, Kuno san, but I
believe we must start elsewhere. Men have already searched the site
where Yukiwakumaru was taken.” The white rat gestured to the
further reaches of the forest. “Let us be more thorough. Let us
find out where the very first victim was taken, and work onwards
from there. Perhaps there will be a link we can discover.”

Kuno gave a bow.

“An excellent thought, Chiri
san. I shall inquire directions from the head man at once.”

Kuno moved off to speak with
Hoshina. Soon there were several aged villagers gathered, all
giving Kuno directions, details and contrasting advice. As they
argued over their recollections, Kuno attempted to sort out some
sort of order, but was rapidly becoming overwhelmed.

Chiri stood vaguely watching
Kuno – but her mind was clearly elsewhere. Sura came forward, eyes
on the forest, to rest a hand upon Chiri’s shoulder.

“What’s up? Do you sense
something?”

“Something. The elementals are
disturbed….” The rat spirit’s pink eyes were troubled as she looked
up at the trees, grass and spring nearby. “Subdued. Or… timid. I
cannot quite pin it down. It is only a feeling.”

Sura nodded. “Well – I trust my
friend’s feelings.” The fox looked over to Kuno and sighed. The man
was stiffly trying to insist an octogenarian great grandmother be
more precise with her directions. “Mind you, I also recognise when
they might need help. I’ll be back!”

Sura girded herself and
wandered into the gaggle of villagers, arms open and welcoming. She
took the grandmother aside, chatting with her amiably about local
families, their foists and foibles. Soon she had two old women
eagerly describing twists and turns inside the forest, describing
their one-time favourite haunts.

Chiri turned away. She felt a
cold wind from the forest and shivered, drawing her robes tight
about her shoulders.

 


 


The fields close to the forest
had several places where field mushrooms and edible puffballs liked
to grow. The elderly village women were a tad vague about paths and
directions, but amazingly precise when it came to finding free
delicacies. Sura walked ahead of the others, seeking out the fallen
logs, piles of brush and old tree stumps that served the elders as
signposts. She located a patch of startlingly yellow toadstools
(once accidentally served to a visiting samurai lady up at the
manor house – responsible for some rather bewildering visions and
dreams). Sura turned right, led the way through low grass, and
finally found a patch of mighty horse mushrooms swelling almost
visibly from yesterday’s rain.

A notch had been cut into an
ancient tree nearby – the mark of a path now long overgrown. The
fox patted the tree thoughtfully, looked carefully about herself,
then pushed onward – beneath the forest eaves.

Tonbo stopped and carefully
wrapped a towel about his upper head. He slid his helmet up into
place, and tied the chinstraps tight. The man flicked a glance
towards Chiri and her elementals.

“Chiri san. You have
doubts.”

The rat spirit looked nervously
about. She shimmered and turned into her half-and-half form, tall
ears and long whiskers feeling out into the still airs all around
them.

“I am anxious as to our ability
to deal with the forest monster, Tonbo san. After all, the Sano
samurai were seized swiftly, silently, and without notice.”

Sura was in no way worried. Now
cheerfully changed into her half-and-half form, the fox pulled a
sheaf of bright-painted fu papers from her robes.

“We’ll be safe as houses! This
is what we’re trained for!” Sura waved her papers. “Hey! Hello? We
have these! We have spells, fu papers, elementals…! The Sano
guys were just a bunch of brainless samurai.” She made an
apologetic wave towards Kuno and Tonbo. “No offense!”

Tonbo gave a grunt. “None
taken.”

The fox walked along, black
nose gleaming and tail fluffing out with style.

“We’re hard, we’re mean, we’re
a Spirit Hunting machine! What could possibly go wrong?”

Thunder immediately sounded
close by. Chiri exchanged a wan look with Tonbo.

“I know I’ve said it before,
but I really do wish she would not say that…”

Sura looked at them in all
innocence. “What?” She blinked, utterly unconcerned. “I mean it –
what could happen? Trust me – I’m a fox!”

Kuno put an armoured hand upon
Sura’s arm.

“Please, Sura san. I believe
you are making Chiri feel ill…”

Morale was decidedly lacking.
Sura shook her spear high, and sang raucously out into the dank
forest air.

 


“Oh we’re a lean,
mean

Ghost busting machine.

Wag your tails! Wag your
tails!

We’re a lean, mean.

Wild adventure team

And we’re going to wag our
tails…!”

 


The other Spirit Hunters
followed doggedly behind, weapons in hand.

In the gloom nearby, thunder
gave another sullen growl.

 


 


Rain began to fall over the Sano
township. Early morning sun lit the clouds an eerie yellow-gold –
flicking to brilliant white as lightning suddenly flashed across
the sky. The still air trembled – and then the downpour began in
earnest, clattering down across thatched straw rooves.

Magistrate Masura thundered
down the dirt road into town, slashing at his exhausted horse with
a riding crop. His armour flapped in the rain, his eyes wild with
urgency. He drove his horse onwards as it slipped and slithered in
the mud.

Behind Magistrate Masura came
Hijiya Hoichi and Masura’s hatamoto – all racing on horses whose
eyes rolled white with exhaustion. They slewed to a halt in the
town road as Magistrate Masura gyred his horse around wildly,
searching for the town’s main inn.

Sano samurai and foot soldiers
came racing forth, bowing and helpfully taking the newcomers’
reins. Senior men emerged from a house carrying umbrellas. One
sheltered Magistrate Masura as he dismounted, ushering him off
towards the house.

Sano Moko rushed from the door
– fully armed and armoured, with dark circles beneath her eyes.
Utterly ignoring the weather, she beheld the magistrate with
gratitude and relief.

“Magistrate Masura! It is a
very great honour that you have come!”

“Sano Moko! It is good to see
you.” Lord Masura wiped his face, trying to keep the panic from his
voice. “Sano san. My agents tell me the Spirit Hunters are
here!”

Rain clattered wildly off the
umbrella: the sound almost deafening. Moko bent her head close to
Magistrate Masura to make herself heard.

“The matter is already in hand,
lord! You honour us deeply with your concern.” The samurai woman
guided the magistrate through the downpour. “The Spirit Hunters
have already entered the forest!”

Magistrate Masura froze –
utterly aghast.

“The Spirit Hunters have
gone?”

“Yes, lord! They believe my
brother Yukiwakumaru chan is still alive. They are determined to
recover him. They ask that no samurai be sent into the forest until
they have made their own attempt at rescue.” They finally reached
the shelter of the trees. “My lord – we can wait inside. I am sure
there will be news of my brother soon.” She bowed to Magistrate
Masura in gratitude. “My family is honoured at your clear and deep
concern.”

Lord Masura bowed to Sano Moko
in return.

“We will join you inside, Sano
san.”

Moko and her men hastened back
inside. As the horses were walked through the rain towards the
stables, Magistrate Masura conferred with Hijiya Hoichi under the
eaves.

Hijiya Hoichi was a short,
solid, powerful man with features set into a permanent scowl. He
gave a swift, military bow.

“My lord! The fox and her team
are gone. I beg permission to lead our men into the forest to
search for his Imperial Majesty!”

The magistrate turned towards
the forest and stared through the rain. He stood with shoulders
set, slowly flexing his hands.

“No. No – the monster has also
apparently struck the Sano clan. The Spirit Hunters are on the task
already.” Lord Masura bowed his head. “We must keep his Imperial
Majesty’s disappearance a secret. If the Spirit Hunters are
performing this task for the Sano, then they will also be rescuing
the emperor.”

Magistrate Masura began to move
towards the house. Hoichi moved after him, looking appalled.

“Lord! Can the Spirit Hunters
be trusted with so sacred a life? Will they keep the secret?”

“We must trust to their skills
and their discretion.” The imperial magistrate walked onward. “They
are His Majesty’s one and only hope.”

Sick with worry, Magistrate
Masura followed Sano Moko into her headquarters. Hijiya Hoichi was
left alone to look upon the rain-soaked streets, appalled and
concerned.

“Discretion?” The man looked
helplessly out into the storm.

“One of them is a fox!”

 


 


A lightning flash lit up the
forest, freezing stark images of grasping branches and coiling
bramble thorns. An instant later, heavy rain came lashing through
the trees.

The boy emperor ran in terror
through the downpour, stumbling wildly through roots and mud.

Dressed only in torn under-robe
and hakama, he was drenched with rain and cut by thorns. He ran
wildly onwards, still sensing the massive beast in the dark behind
him. Still feeling the terrible chill of the monster’s hate.

He ran.

Staggering on, the emperor
suddenly reached the edge of a frightening lake filled with ancient
dead trees and mats of slime. Thick foliage overhead shielded
patches of ground here and there from the rain. Water cascaded down
the tree trunks, splashing like waterfalls. The emperor came to a
halt, clinging against a dead tree. He looked about himself, dazed
and exhausted, trying to wipe his eyes clear of rain.

Water spattered in rivulets
beside him. Out on the lake, rain drummed the surface into a sharp
haze of mist. The emperor paused– taut, freezing cold and
exhausted. He bent over, desperately trying to regain his wind.

Somewhere in the gloom beyond,
a shadow moved.

From the corner of the
emperor’s eye, he saw a tiny shadow slip out of sight behind a
tree.

A child’s laughter echoed in
the air. The emperor whirled, staring in fright. But nothing moved
– there was no sign of life…

Laughter came again – eerie and
taunting. This time it came from somewhere above.

The emperor held his bared
sword clumsily, turning about in fright as he heard first one
whisper, and then another. Shadows were moving – and then suddenly
he saw a shape squatting on a branch just up above.

It was a black shape –
almost transparent, like solidified smoke or mist. It had a
body like a baby, bulbous and smooth, and clung to the tree like a
squirrel.

The head was horrible: a white
lump, like an ill-shapen handful of hard white clay. There were
gaping round holes where two eyes and a mouth should have been.

As the emperor watched, the
malformed head cranked itself slowly, horribly sideways. The head
suddenly released, flicking back upright, making a clear, loud
‘thock’ – like a small gourd drum.

A second hollow ‘thock’
came from behind and above. The emperor turned, seeing another of
the creatures creeping closer. A third slid silently through the
sodden underbrush, then flowed up into a tree.

Childish laughter echoed in the
gloom.

The emperor drew back, trying
to retreat from the terrible staring creatures. He heard another
drumbeat echoing off in the deep woods, and then another. More and
more white faces gathered to stare at him from the trees.

One creature leapt down from
the upper branches – far larger than the others, with a swirling
energy deep within its shadowy form. It crept forward, jet-black
gaze boring into the young emperor. He felt his skin tingling and
could only stare as the creature cranked its head slowly to one
side, winding, winding, winding…

The emperor felt his sword arm
sag.

The piercing, gibbering
screeches of the titanic corpse monster erupted from the darkness.
The little shadow creatures all froze then fled like squirrels
through the trees, leaping spectacularly from bough to bough. The
larger of the creatures froze, then backed away, before it suddenly
spun around and fled into the rain.

The corpse monster was coming –
underbrush was cracking, and the howling of the skulls echoes madly
through the trees. The emperor turned and bolted along the lake
shore, slithering as he tried to leap over a fallen tree. He fell
splashing and blundering, falling face first into the muck.

Where he found himself face to
face with the moss-covered skull of a child.

His hands were plunged deep
amongst the bones. Sobbing in horror, the boy wildly fought free,
blundering into the lake water. He frenziedly washed at his hands
and robes – but the corpse monster was closing in. The earth shook
as the creature thudded slowly forward through the trees.
Struggling to his feet the emperor ran staggering off into the
rain.

Overhead, a peal of thunder
shuddered through the sky.

 


 


In an odd, curved little
clearing in the forest, the four Spirit Hunters were moving forward
through the rain. Bifuuko hovered over Chiri’s head, spreading an
umbrella of solidified air that protected herself, Chiri and
Daitanishi from the downpour. The others had to make do with straw
raincoats. Both Kuno and Tonbo used their dripping helmets to shed
the rain, while Sura took shelter beneath a waterproofed, broad
straw hat.

Kuno and Tonbo had tied up the
hanging tassets of their armour to help them walk through the
undergrowth. They joined Sura as she sheltered beneath a great,
sloping tree.

They were far enough inside the
forest now for monsters to be roaming. Sura produced a reel of
hairy string, and began measuring out lengths of fifteen paces. She
cut a length of string and tied one end to her belt.

“Right – we go in tied pairs.
That way no one gets separated or lost. No one splits up.” The fox
jerked her muzzle towards Chiri. “Chiri – you’re with Kuno. Tonbo,
you’re with me. Each pair will keep the other pair in sight.”

Kuno gave a stiff, brisk nod of
agreement. He took up a cord and linked himself to Chiri, making
certain the knots were properly tight.

They moved slowly forward:
Tonbo on the left flank, linked to Sura’s belt. Kuno kept a dozen
paces to her right, with Chiri and her elementals moving along at
his other flank. They moved through the rain as silently as they
could, their eyes and ears searching – checking every patch of soil
and every possible trail.

They moved on for a long,
careful hour, taking the direction given to them by the old village
women. As the rain slackened to a slow, steady drizzle, they
followed a narrow stream on into the forest depths, wending their
way through great moss-covered groves. Here and there, huge old
boulders loomed in the rain. Little pools of water glittered in
hollows in the stones.

One of the enormous stones had
been surrounded by little carved rocks – some with the faces of
fish, others with the faces of toads or grimacing men. Moss had
pitted the old stone, and centuries of rain had worn them almost
smooth. Chiri came and carefully knelt beside them, looking at the
carvings in interest while Daitanishi kept a watch at her back.

A slight shadow moved in a
nearby tree. Daitanishi and Bifuuko instantly whipped about to keep
watch. A dozen paces away, Kuno swiftly drew his sword.

Nothing moved. Nothing stirred.
There was only the slow drip of water from the trees. From the
forest a dozen pace away, Sura popped out from behind a vast old
tree.

“What have you found?”

“Stand ready!”

Kuno signalled the others to
wait and watch. He moved forward through the underbrush, to where
the disturbance had ruffled the branches. But there was nothing to
be seen. Birds and animals had all vanished. There was only the
constant sound of rain pattering against the leaves.

Daitanishi and Bifuuko drew in
close beside Chiri. The rat stood, eyes narrowing – her senses
reaching out into the forest. Something was disjointed – something
was definitely wrong. The rat’s pure white fur stood on end.

Sura called from the bushes
nearby.

“See anything?”

Kuno kept his eyes upon the
tree trunks to his right.

“Nothing.”

The Spirit Hunters moved
on.

They kept following the little
splashing, sharp, clear stream. It was hopefully the one so
adamantly insisted upon by the aged villagers. There were no signs
of pathways – although a few little trails here and there showed
that local game were alive and well. And yet the place was oddly
empty. There were deer paths, but no deer – hulled nuts on the
ground, but no sign of squirrels. It was as if the wildlife had
somehow simply melted away.

There were no birds. Sura – a
definite enthusiast of birds, be they wild, singing, fried or
roasted – came to a halt, letting the line connecting her to Tonbo
draw taut through her fingers. Tonbo knelt down in cover, looking
back as Sura searched carefully up through the trees.

A shadow moved – the barest
twitch, but Sura caught the motion from a corner of her eye. She
feigned interest in a far section of the trees, then quietly drank
some cold tea from her canteen.

Tall fox ears listened to the
forest air. Through the drip of water and rush of the stream, she
heard something: a faint whisper from far off in the high leaves.
Soft, childish laughter sent a strange chill tracing slowly down
her spine.

The fox made her way over to
Tonbo. She kept watching off towards the rear.

“Something is here.”

Tonbo touched her. He pointed
down to a strange pile of litter mouldering beside a log.

They were clothes – a small
robe, socks and sandals. The fabric had lain rotting in the rain
and mould for many years.

Sura knelt and carefully
inspected the mildewed old cloth. She rose quietly, took a last
careful look into the branches, then signalled the others to move
on.

A hundred paces further on down
the stream, the woods opened out into a little mossy clearing. An
outcrop of rocks rose a little way above the stream, looking out
over a small pool.

A cairn stood atop the outcrop
– a cairn with a top-stone roughly shaped into a human face. A
willow tree grew overhead, shading the cairn and the quiet
pool.

Kuno and Chiri emerged from the
forest and knelt in cover behind the bushes. Tonbo and Kuno did the
same. Bifuuko and Daitanishi settled silently into the
underbrush.

The Spirt Hunters drew quietly
together. Kuno looked at the little rocky figure set atop the
stones.

“A memorial cairn… I thought
the villagers did not come into the forest?” Kuno rose and stood
gazing thoughtfully at the sculpture. “It is old. Look at the
moss.”

Tonbo came forward, his tether
slipping through the grass behind him. The big samurai looked up
into the tree beside the water.

“Hmmmph, a willow tree.”

Kuno joined his comrade. He ran
an armoured hand over the rough willow bark, looking up into the
leaves.

“It must have been planted
deliberately. There are no willows growing naturally in this
forest.”

Chiri drew her robes close
about her shoulders. “There is very little that is natural about
this forest.” The rat spirit turned to look back into the woods
behind them. “Something is watching us.”

Sura had taken quite enough.
The fox strode forwards to the centre of the clearing and planted
her spear. She gave a great, raucous yell towards the woods all
around.

“Oi! You there! Come out and
stop skulking! It’s rude to hide! Come and talk to us if you’re so
interested! Yes?”

Chiri ran forward, utterly
appalled at the noise.

“Shhhh! Sura san!”

“Well really!”

The fox gave a snort of
irritation. She plucked up her spear, made a hand gesture, then
swept two fingers down the haft. The entire weapon took on an eerie
violet sheen.

 


“One Tao, one sight, one
world, one mind.

Let the hidden souls come forth.

Let ghosts appear to mortal eyes…”

 


Sura levelled the weapon and
scanned it slowly across the area around her. The spell made a
shimmering ripple far out in front of the blade. The fox moved
slowly and methodically, missing neither shrub nor treetop. But she
suddenly broke her careful system, whipping about to flash the
spear back towards a section she had already searched. There was a
flicker as something outlined in an eerie glow suddenly dodged back
out of sight behind a tree.

“Ha! Gotcha! Yes! There
– up ahead. I knew this would be a spirit.” She had caught the
skulking little git red handed! The fox was jubilant. “Right! Let’s
go find out why it’s been collecting naked people.”

Still linked into pairs by
lengths of hairy string, the Spirit Hunters moved away from the
stream. Sura scanned her spear back and forth, threading the way
cunningly forward – silently gesturing for Kuno and Chiri when her
prey seemed to change course. She drew in her cord and kept Tonbo
close, lifting up the line to avoid tangling it in countless little
bushes.

Sura moved carefully – slowing
tracking her prey. Finally she sank into hiding beside the roots of
an immense old fallen tree, and drew the others to her for a
whispered conference.

The fox took a careful glance
at the trees just up ahead, then ducked down to whisper to her
friends.

“It’s that way. High up –
probably in the trees. It looks pretty small.” Daitanishi was about
to fly up and take a peek at the lurking spirit: Sura caught him
and pulled him back. “No no – shh! Looks like it thinks it’s shaken
us! It’s just off in those flowering trees.” She set the floating
rock carefully back in place on Chiri’s shoulder.

“OK – here’s the plan. The
little bastard’s been keeping tabs on us. So Tonbo and I will creep
ahead and lay down some fu papers, ready to box the thing in
– then we’ll both hide. You guys give us ten minutes, then come
forward about twenty paces and make some noise – draw its
attention. It’ll come closer to see what you’re both up to… Then I
raise shields and boom! We’ve got it boxed!” She looked down
beneath the roots, across to where a little bush was glowing with
dark red berries. “Right – I’ll start the box from that bush, go
right about two dozen paces, and then go about two dozen paces into
the thicket from there.”

Chiri was at her side, watching
carefully. She could see the exact alignment of the shield box in
her head.

“Stay together, Sura san. Be
careful.”

Both Tonbo and Sura gave a nod.
Keeping low, they pulled back and away into some bushes, then
slipped from cover to cover, flitting on into the woods.

Sura moved side-by-side with
Tonbo, forward through the trees. Tonbo’s armour was laced all in
greens – blending beautifully with the leafy underbrush – while
Sura’s orange fur seemed to vanish amongst the fallen leaves. But
the string that linked them together was becoming more and more
problematic. Sura slipped through a hollow in the ground, only to
be brought up short by the string tugging at her belt. Tonbo had
chosen to go on the other side of a sapling, and the string was now
yanking Sura back. There was a brief silent exchange of signals –
Tonbo wanted to insist that Sura come in his direction, and she
irritably signalled him to come over to her. Sura finally got her
way – only to have the string tangle itself about a spikey weed.
The fox tugged it free with difficulty, then finally managed to
slip forward and reach the bright red berry bush.

She began planting her
fu papers, blowing on two fingers and swiping them across
each one. She placed the papers carefully on the forest floor,
trying to disguise them with the yellowest fallen leaves.

Tonbo crouched nearby, keeping
a careful watch upon the treetops. He looked towards Sura, seeing
her busily at work, then moved slightly forward, keeping pace with
her as she began the next section of her trap. He lifted up the
string to keep it out of a bristling bush, then stepped aside to
kneel beside a huge, moss-covered tree.

He heard a sudden noise at the
far side of the tree – a soft, hollow tap. Tonbo gripped his
massive tetsubo and turned his head, focussing in upon the
sound.

He heard a faint, drifting hint
of children’s laughter somewhere in the gloom. Tonbo scowled.
Rising stealthily, he moved around the tree, creeping carefully
towards the faint source of the sound.

Sura worked her way forward
through the underbrush, keeping well hidden from the distant
spirit. She laid the final paper in place and sat back in
satisfaction, dusting the leaf mould from her hands.

The damned string was caught up
yet again, looping back and forth through two saplings and a bush.
Sura made a soft noise of frustration and raised herself up, trying
to pull the string free without causing any noise.

She tugged at the line, and
there was a soft clank of metal in return. The damned cord was
stuck, and Tonbo was apparently insisting that it was Sura’s turn
to come to him. The fox gave up messing with the string and untied
it from her belt. Spear in hand she crept forward through the
underbrush, following the string’s path across the ground. She
headed up to a great, broad tree, looking back across her shoulder
towards the forest canopy.

“Pssst. We’re done! Come
on!”

Sura tugged at the cord, trying
to signal Tonbo into action. Much to her annoyance, the man refused
to move. Sura looked back over her shoulder then slipped about the
buttress roots of an enormous tree.

“Tonbo?”

At the far side of the tree, a
pile of armour lay on the ground. Tonbo’s clothes were inside the
armour, and his backpack was still sitting in place. The man’s
beloved tetsubo lay fallen to one side – his sword and heavy dagger
were still threaded through the armour’s belt.

Sura froze in shock. She knelt
down and touched the armour, finding the inner robes still
warm.

A ghostly titter of childish
laughter came from overhead. Sura flashed a hand into her sleeve.
She whipped out four fu papers, blew on them, and flung them
about herself in a ragged box.

“Shields!

A box of flickering energy shot
into life between the four papers, sealing Kitsune Sura from harm.
She swept her spear about, thickening up the spell.

 


“Tao eternal, safe from
harm.

Close this wall to spirit forms!”

 


Safe inside her fortress, Sura
lowered the spear. She shouted off through the woods towards the
others.

“Kuno san! Chiri! The
creature is here!”

The sound of giggles and
whispers became louder – and with it a weird sound like a small
hollow drum. Sura looked up at the branches overhead, frowned – and
cocked her head in sudden fascination.

Kuno and Chiri came racing
frantically forward through the trees. Kuno sliced away the cord
that led between them, leaping heavily up and over the bushes. The
two friends saw Sura standing beside a tree, staring entranced at
the lower branches. She had left her glowing shield behind and
walked out into the open. Chiri leapt over a log and came to a halt
beside Kuno, staring up in horror at the trees.

The branch above Sura held a
horrible little shape – a small creature the size of a baby, with a
body made from dense black shadow. The spirit had a head shaped
like a lumpen ball of white clay, with rough black holes for mouth
and eyes. The creature cranked its head slowly sideways, winding…
winding… and then suddenly snapped its head back into place with a
sudden, hollow ‘thock’.

Sura had a smile of pure joy
upon her face. Childish laughter was all around her. She reached
out towards the creature in blank fascination, and Kuno shouted out
to her in alarm.

“Sura!”

The strange little spirit
skipped away and then looked back over one shoulder, playing with
Sura – coaxing her onward. She skipped after it, laughing in
delight. And then with a sudden flash, she was gone. Her clothing,
spear and breastplate fell empty to the ground.

A smaller version of the shadow
creature emerged out of the empty clothes. The new creature leapt
right up into the lower branches of the trees, joining the larger
spirit as it chased and frolicked about. Laughter floated eerily
through the air.

Kuno started forward, but Chiri
swiftly put a hand upon his armoured sleeve to halt him in place.
The rat looked up into the trees, appalled.

In the tree above Sura’s
abandoned clothing, half a dozen shadow spirits sat staring at the
two intruders. Then one of the creatures slowly cranked its head
and snapped it back – then another.

They flowed back slowly into
the trees – moving after the other two spirits, off into the gloom.
Chiri felt her flesh crawl with horror.

A hollow rap of sound came from
up above.

Hardly daring to move, Chiri
and Kuno both slowly looked up. In the trees above them, a dozen of
the porcelain headed spirits had emerged out of the dark.

The creatures moved in slowly –
closing in about the two intruders. The heads cranked and released…
and the sound of tittering, mocking laughter wafted from somewhere
in the shadows.

They watched Kuno and Chiri
with a strange, hungry intensity. The laughter now had a sinister,
predatory edge…

Kuno and Chiri moved carefully
back – but a sudden presence in the trees behind them brought them
to a halt. Yet more of the shadow creatures were there – some in
the underbrush, and others in the trees.

The creatures moved in
stealthily – closing slowly in upon their prey…

The little drum noises made
Kuno’s flesh creep. He tried to circle and look for a gap between
the spirit creatures, flicking his sword at shadows.

“Will magic help?”

Chiri looked about herself in
fright. Daitanishi and Bifuuko clung close at her side.

“They have no physical form! My
magic only effects physical elements. For spirits, we need
Sura!”

Rain began to fall.

Kuno and Chiri moved back to
back, weapons ready, and still the terrible little spirit creatures
closed. The laughter grew louder – sharp and taunting wickedly as
water began crashing downward through the leaves. The spirits
crowded closer together, tensing themselves as if to spring.

From the forest just beyond,
there came a sudden screeching chorus of screams. The spirits spun
about to face the bloodcurdling noise, then all bounded away. They
vanished in the blink of an eye, leaving Kuno, Chiri and the
elementals standing in shock.

Something vast was coming
towards them through the trees. A chill spread through the air.
Bushes cracked, and trees shook. Kuno and Chiri took a step
backwards and away, and then suddenly a frightened teenaged boy
came sprinting wildly towards them. The boy leapt over fallen
timber, yelling in panic as he ran.

“Run!” The boy flicked a
terrified glance behind himself. “Run!”

Exploding out through the trees
behind him came a vast, amorphous wave of bones and shattered iron.
Hundreds of screaming skulls shrieked and gibbered. The immense
monster wrenched saplings aside, lunging forward to lash huge black
tentacles at Chiri.

The rat spirit ducked. A
tentacle studded with bones and blades whipped a whisker’s breadth
overhead and speared into a tree behind her. Kuno flashed forward,
slicing with his sword. He cut through the tentacle, only to see
the shortened limb writhe and regrow.

The monster loomed, rising
upwards – its shadow falling over them as it crushed the saplings
aside. The monster was bigger than a house – dripping and reeking,
with mouths and faces forming and gaping, snapping teeth made from
swords and shattered spears.

The immense corpse monster
opened a mouth filled with sword blades, and raged towards them at
horrifying speed.

Chiri and Kuno fled.

They raced hard on the heels of
the terrified boy, with Bifuuko and Daitanishi frantically forging
a path ahead. The elementals ducked and swerved through brambles,
while the titanic corpse monster crashed through the trees.
Tentacles lashed out, missing Kuno and the boy by a finger’s
breadth as they ducked and dodged madly.

The boy shouted, leading the
way down a broad creek bed now running with rainwater. They ducked
beneath fallen trees and splashed into black, foul water.

A great, slick expanse of swamp
filled the forest just ahead. But a rocky outcrop, sheer as a
cliff, towered up out of the water, with a great, massive tree
growing from the top. The boy plunged through knee-high swamp
water, reaching the rocks and threading through a narrow gap. Chiri
was right behind the boy, dropping her pack and diving through the
crack. She clambered through a rock cleft, turning back to haul at
Kuno’s hand, tugging the armoured man through the narrow gap. He
shed his backpack and scrabbled forward, armour scraping at the
stones. Behind them the corpse monster shattered fallen timber as
it plunged towards the swamp.

A huge, broad tree grew from
the top of the sheer rocks. The boy reached and seized Chiri’s
hand, helping her towards the trunk.

“This way! Quickly! This
way!”

The rat pulled Kuno up after
her, and they frantically scrabbled up a narrow crack in the rock.
The corpse monster slammed into the base of the rocks below them. A
tentacle made of rotten flesh, bones and blades whipped through the
rock cleft. The boy reached down with his sword sheath, and Kuno
latched hold. Chiri and the boy wrenched Kuno onto the upper rocks
as the tentacle smashed sparks and rock shards from the boulders
just below him. The horrible rope of flesh reached blindly upwards,
and Kuno clambered back and away.

Another tentacle came at them –
and another and another. Kuno blurred sideways and parried a
massive thrust from a tentacle, then sliced forwards and down. A
tentacle tip fell flee, flopping and writhing wildly. The samurai
put himself between the enemy and his companions, fighting with
immense speed and skill. The boy watched in awe, then tugged at
Chiri, pulling her back between two boulders. Kuno retreated step
by step, massive pseudopods whipping towards him, rusty steel
ripping sparks across his armour. But the monster raged as Kuno
sliced yet another tentacle clean through.

When the others were safe, Kuno
pulled back to join them.

The youth had found a way to
climb the tree – a long, tall crack in the bark that could be
shimmied like a chimney. Chiri helped haul Kuno aloft into the
branches. Together they looked up and saw a great flat nook between
the massive branches, sheltered by tons of timber. The boy was
already climbing for the nook, urging his guests to follow. Bifuuko
and Daitanishi hovered by the handholds and footholds, helping as
best as they could.

Suddenly a rotten tree smashed
into the rocks a few hands’ breadths below. The corpse monster had
flung an entire fallen tree, hurtling it like a rotten stick. Kuno
suddenly swarmed up into the tree with marvellous newfound
agility.

They all slithered up into the
weird nook at the centre of the tree – protected by massive
branches all around, and by a dense mat of tree limbs and old
leaves up above. Below them, the corpse monster raged, rearing up
and trying to mount the cliff. The boy slumped down to sit against
an upright tree branch, waving a hand vaguely off towards the
monster.

“It is… it is too steep for the
monster to climb!” The boy was quite exhausted. “I found this place
last night. I thought the monster had gone, but it was lying in
wait to destroy me!”

Kuno jerked the boy aside as a
tree trunk came sailing up from the swamp. They all threw
themselves flat as the missile crashed into the branches beside
them, showering splinters of rotten wood. A huge baulk of wood
careened through between the branches – a lump big enough to shear
off someone’s head. The boy immediately crawled forward to the edge
of the nook to stare back down at the monster.

Kuno seized the boy by the belt
and hauled him back.

“Down! Get back from the
edge!”

The boy looked at Kuno in shock
and dumbfounded outrage.

“Samurai! How dare…!”

Another huge missile slammed
into the tree exactly where the boy had once lain. Kuno protected
the boy with his own body, letting a massive, razor sharp chunk of
wood slam into his armour and ricochet away. Bifuuko sent out a
sizzle of air, making a shield to keep countless little sharp
fragments of wood out of everybody’s eyes.

More immense missiles followed
the first – again and again, pounding into the old tree and making
the whole thing shudder. As shards rained all about them, Kuno
shouted to the boy, trying to make himself heard about the insane,
gibbering screams of the monster.

“You must learn to duck,
boy!”

The boy haughtily lifted up his
head. “A warrior does not duck!”

“Good ones do!” Kuno pressed
them both flat as more chunks of timber crashed spinning through
the boughs. “A worthless death honours no man!”

The assault went on and on,
with trees, massive root clumps and broken lumber being flung
wildly up from the swamp. Finally the attack tapered off. A last
few trees were hurtled, and then there was a comparative silence.
There was only the crash of rain and the screeching yammer of the
monster’s countless skulls.

Chiri – wonderfully lithe and
stealthy – slithered to peer down through a minute gap in the
branches. She had Daitanishi beside her. They both watched the
monster for a moment, then Chiri gave a tired sigh.

“Oh good. The monster has
apparently run out of dead trees.”

Kuno and the boy cautiously sat
up and shook themselves free of rotten bark and splinters. For the
first time, Kuno and Chiri could inspect their new companion.

He was a slender young teenager
with great bright eyes. His hair was long – once tied back in a
ponytail, it now hung free. He wore fine hakama and an under robe
of white cotton, and carried a richly decorated sword. The boy
looked at Kuno – then stared at Chiri. He took in the elegant white
rat spirit and her two floating elementals, and seemed utterly
amazed.

Relieved at their escape, Kuno
looked the boy over, then bowed to him in thanks and great
approval.

“Your warning saved us. Well
done, boy. I, Imperial Deputy Asodo Kuno, thank you on behalf of
myself and my companion.” The samurai swivelled to indicate Chiri
beside him. “May I introduce the shugenja Nezumi Chiri – Spirit
Hunter. These are her companions, Bifuuko san and Daitanishi
san.”

Chiri bowed prettily, and with
great politeness.

“I am most pleased to make the
acquaintance of so gallant a rescuer.”

The boy was shocked but
pleased.

“Gallant?”

“You are indeed brave, to have
escaped such a monster.” The rat shimmered, turning back into her
more human form. “May I perhaps inquire as to the name of so bold a
companion?”

The boy looked at her – totally
entranced.

“Brave?”

He looked hesitantly at Chiri.
“You do not know me?”

“No, samurai san. But I am most
pleased to meet you.”

The boy emperor bowed. He
blushed – stumbling out a lie to his new companions.

“I - I am… Kenshin Mifune. It
is a pleasure to meet you.” He looked at the rat woman in wonder.
“You are a Spirit Hunter? What… is a Spirit Hunter?”

Kuno kept a careful watch upon
the massive monster as it sat itself down before the rocks.

“There are four of us, Mifune
san. We serve the emperor by overcoming monsters and evil
spirits.”

The boy felt a surge of
awe.

“You are monster fighters? Real
monster fighters?” He gestured to the massive beast down in the
swamp. “You have come to defeat this enemy?”

The creature roared. Kuno
watched it with care and calculation.

“We came to investigate, rescue
victims, and destroy the threat. In the emperor’s name.”

The boy placed a nervous hand
against his throat.

“You are… quite definite about
the emperor, Kuno san.”

“The emperor has the blood of
gods. He is descended from Kami and from heroes. I do as he would
do, if he were here!” Kuno withdrew from the edge of the nook. The
stern samurai looked at the boy, and gave a sudden, approving
smile. “As do you, Mifune san! You are facing a monster – so now
you are a Spirit Hunter. It is good to have another warrior in our
company.”

The young emperor was extremely
pleased.

Chiri edged forward with her
elementals beside her. She watched the corpse monster below, taking
in its horrible structure – old armour, old spears and swords, and
countless rotted corpses and skeletons. She felt the chill
radiating from the thing, and softly shivered.

“The corpse monster is still
there.” She kept carefully in cover – and yet the monster seemed to
sense her presence. “I can feel nothing from it except hatred for
all that is good. I believe this is the remains of the traitors of
Traitor Forest.” The rat looked to the forest, worry etched into
her face. “Sura would know.”

‘Mifune’ cocked his head.

“Sura?”

Kuno sat down and slumped
wearily against a branch. Sura and Tonbo were missing – the forest
was a deadly mass of evil spirits. Kuno felt quite suddenly at a
loss. “Kitsune Sura. She is a reibai – a priestess exorcist. A
creature vain, indolent, often annoying – and quite remarkable.” He
blinked, remembering back. “The first tail is friendship. Never
failing. Always strong…”

Kuno suddenly felt quite
hollow.

“I have never feared for her
before…”

It was a strange feeling. Kuno
wearily pulled off his helmet and set it to one side.

“Tonbo is gone, too. We have
lost our two comrades to the shape changers that haunt these
woods.”

Chiri sat herself down. She
composed herself, and tried to think.

“The small spirits fled from
the corpse monster. Clearly, they fear it, also.”

Mifune looked to Chiri – quite
pale and sick with grief.

“With good reason, Chiri san. I
have seen the creature destroy a dozen samurai in an instant.”

The boy sat down beside them.
He looked at Daitanishi, and the little rock elemental inspected
him thoughtfully in return.

Mifune turned to Chiri in
fragile hope.

“You are truly a shugenja? Can
you not use magic against the monster, Chiri san?”

The rat spirit gave a
thoughtful frown.

“The monster appears to
regenerate. Any physical damage that I cause the creature would
almost instantly heal.” She sadly ran a hand across her face. “To
destroy a beast such as this, we need Sura. To face it in combat,
we would need the strength of Tonbo.”

Kuno turned to Chiri.

“Chiri san. You could turn to a
rat and evade the beast.”

“Forgive me, but to what end,
Kuno san? I agree that I alone might escape – but I would never
abandon you or this heroic youth.”

The corpse monster groaned.
Chiri, Kuno and Mifune all crawled to the edge of their shelter and
peered down into the swamp. The light was dimming as more and more
black clouds gathered.

Rain settled into a slow,
steady downpour. From their high perch, Mifune, Chiri and Kuno
watched as the monster sank down, blending itself almost invisibly
with the black water all around it. Young Mifune leaned his head
against the tree.

“It is watching us. It moves
faster than we do. I tried to outrun it, but I tired while it did
not.”

The boy felt sick and helpless.
He stared out into the rain.

“It killed my… my father’s men.
It slaughtered my tutor and the maids-in-waiting…”

Kuno rested a hand on Mifune’s
shoulder. The boy stiffened in amazement – almost as if he had
never been touched with such warm familiarity.

Kuno nodded to the boy in
respect.

“You have suffered much, Mifune
san. Victory is the best revenge.”

“You – you do not believe our
situation to be hopeless, Kuno san?”

Asodo Kuno squared his
shoulders.

“Monsters are a problem. All
problems have a solution. That is wisdom from our companion,
Tonbo.” Kuno nodded to himself. “Patience, fortitude – and hitting
like a hammer of the gods.”

The three cold, drenched and
hungry companions sat in what little shelter they could find.

In the swamp below them, slick
bubbles rose up from the swamp, and the monster settled down to
wait.
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Chapter
4

A dark scarlet sunset lit the
western sky, streaming a brooding light through the dense black
clouds. Rain still spattered down – running in rivulets through the
trees. The temperature dropped, and a chill wind stirred through
the dank black forest.

Up in the giant tree above the
swamp, the fugitives shivered. Out in the swamps, the corpse
monster seemed to have disappeared. All was still and silent – the
screams and insane howling had ceased. But they could sense the
monster watching – a dark presence hidden in the muck and mire,
coldly staring at the tree.

As the light began to fade, the
fugitives made silent preparations. Nezumi Chiri lay down in the
darkest shadows of their shelter. There was a shimmer, and she
suddenly vanished, her clothes falling limp and empty to the
ground.

A delicately beautiful white
rat nosed out of the garments. The boy Mifune watched in
astonishment as Chiri sat up and twiddled her whiskers. The rat
bobbed a bow to Kuno and Mifune, then twittered off to the back of
the giant tree. Bifuuko and Daitanishi were on watch, and signalled
that the coast was clear. Chiri peered down into the gloom below,
and slipped off down a great, wide crack in the tree bark.

The swamp lay under the endless
patter of rain. Far off in the woods, there were howls and hoots
from distant night birds. Mifune risked peering down the side of
the tree, but could see nothing in the rocks below. Nezumi Chiri
had completely disappeared.

Long minutes later, Bifuuko
whirred up out of the shadows. The shimmering little creature held
the end of a long length of doubled string in her little dragonfly
legs. The air elemental passed the string into Kuno’s hands, then
she whirred back down into the dark.

There was a firm double tug on
the string from below. Kuno began to carefully lift a weight up the
side of tree and high into the air.

Finally, a sealed little pod of
basketwork reached the top of the tree. The string was untied and
lowered back down again. Working with patience and a great many
paranoid glances at the swamp, Kuno and Mifune stealthily raised
the string a second time together, and then a third, hoisting up
neat little bundles taken from Chiri’s backpack far below.

The fourth and final load
included Chiri herself, riding inside a cooking pot. Bifuuko helped
steady the swaying load, while Daitanishi brought up the rear,
withdrawing cautiously and watching the swamp. The corpse monster
seemed to be lying quiet. It was out of sight, but the deadly chill
of the thing could still be sensed clinging to the mud. Kuno hauled
the little rat in to safety, and Chiri leapt down to sit in their
shelter, shaking raindrops from sodden fur.

Chiri wiped her paws and
fastidiously combed her whiskers, then sat up on her haunches and
gave a sigh.

“The backpack was too heavy for
the string to lift.” The rat nodded her muzzle towards the little
bundles. “But – we have my blanket, my shelter sheet, a tinder box
– my spare under robes, and a little food. I hope it will
suffice.”

Kuno gave a nod.

“Excellent. This is an absolute
godsend. You have our deepest thanks.”

Bifuuko hovered behind Chiri
and wildly fanned her wings, causing a great breeze that ruffled
and dried the rat’s fur. Chiri ended up looking something like a
sea urchin, with her fur jutting out at every possible angle. The
rat eyed Bifuuko patiently, then shook herself, trying to groom
everything back down into place.

She trotted back to her
clothing and wriggled her way inside. A moment later, she shimmered
and grew back into her human form. She sat up again, fully clothed,
pulling back long, white streaming sheets of hair.

Young Mifune knelt nearby,
watching the entire process in great fascination. He bowed to Chiri
as he saw her turn smiling eyes upon him.

“Forgive me, Chiri san! I have
never before witnessed an animal spirit at the moment of changing
forms…” The boy looked at her in interest. “Is it tiring? Or is it
merely natural?”

“The process takes effort. It
is natural to us, but it must be learned. We master it while
playing in our childhoods.” Chiri adjusted her belt, which had
shifted about in a most unpleasant way. “Sliding back into empty
clothing, however, decidedly requires practice.”

Mifune nodded. Suddenly his
stomach growled. The boy was utterly mortified. Kuno checked inside
the little wicker food container, and made a thoughtful noise.

“Miso, dried fish… we might
perhaps heat ourselves some soup over the lamp.”

“Excellent.” Young Mifune
bowed. “I am most grateful.”

Chiri opened up a second little
package. “We also have some of Sura’s rice balls. They are best
eaten in the dark.”

The rice balls were duly shared
out. Mifune ate with an unaccustomed, wolfish appetite – he had
never known hunger before. He paused between bites, and bowed to
his companions.

“They are pleasingly nutty.
Thank you, Chiri san.”

With the first course eaten.
Chiri rose and arranged the well-oiled shelter sheet – a little
tent she used on rainy days. She managed to give them slightly
better shielding from the rain.

Kuno found a slab of rock that
had been hurtled into the tree by the monster. He set it at the
centre of the nook, and piled on some of the many wood splinters
that had showered all around them.

Soon, they had a cheerful
little fire to keep the night at bay. Chiri arranged a pot above
the flames, feeling far better in her heart.

“There. We shall have some
soup. Hot soup to share! And I am sure we can manage a little
tea…”

The scent of the soup was
wonderfully cheering. Daitanishi and Bifuuko settled close to the
lamp and warmed themselves. Chiri handed one of her spare
under-robes to Mifune, who gratefully changed into the dry
clothes.

Chiri moved aside and quietly
changed into a dry robe. Mifune turned about, blushing – honourably
granting Nezumi Chiri total privacy, even while the adolescent
portion of him longed to turn and peek. He busied himself by moving
up to the edge of their refuge and diligently keeping watch for any
encroachments by ghosts or monsters.

Kuno joined him, keeping
carefully to the darkest shadows.

From their high perch, Kuno,
Mifune and Chiri managed to look through openings in the woods. In
a clearing some distance from the swamp, a slight glow shimmered in
the trees. The ghostly shapes of the porcelain-headed spirits could
be seen flitting about the branches. They seemed to be chasing each
other, playing in the gloom. The watchers could almost hear the
ghostly drift of childish laughter as the weird little monsters
danced and ran.

Mifune, stared at the distant
spirits, skin still crawling with remembered fright.

“What are they, Chiri san?”

“Sura would know. Spirits of
some kind….” Chiri’s sensitive ears caught a clear hint of distant
laughter. “Listen. They sound like children!”

Kuno could only hear the
vaguest, most fleeting hint of sound. He scowled, trying to see the
creatures more clearly in the failing light.

“Sura looked as though she was
drawn to play with the creatures. They did not attack her –
they made her join them…”

He paused – and thought
again.

“No. One of them made
her join them. The big one. The others – the smaller ones –
remained distant.”

“Playmates! The creature wanted
new playmates.” Chiri blinked pink eyes in realisation. “Kuno san –
the larger of the spirits. It must have the mind of a child!”

She turned and gazed at the
forest spirits, looking at them with new eyes. “Could that be it?
The creature turns victims into playmates?”

Scratching his head, Mifune
turned and looked towards the spirits. The boy folded up his arms
and frowned – consciously trying to imitate Kuno’s strong, certain
manner.

“Forgive me for interrupting.
But this would mean that these other creatures are not essentially
connected to the corpse monster.”

Kuno gave a nod. “That would
seem to be correct. They just happen to cohabit the same forest.”
The samurai planted himself at the edge of their shelter, looking
off across into the trees. “But why? They are at such odds with
each other. How do both creatures end up here, together? Is there a
circumstantial connection?”

He had come too close to the
edge of the tree. There was a sudden splash, and the corpse monster
below suddenly flung a great mass of water weed and mud straight up
at their refuge. Kuno ducked, and the reeking mass slammed into the
bark a handsbreadth below his perch. Bifuuko and Daitanishi managed
to save the soup from toppling as the branches all around them
shuddered.

The monster raved and gibbered,
bubbling as its yammering skulls sank back beneath the swamp. Kuno
glowered at the creature, then sat himself down – well back away
from the edge.

The man gave a frown.

“I wonder if the creature will
decide to tear down trees and make a ramp to reach our refuge?”

Chiri blinked. “Ah. That is not
a pleasant thought.”

Thankfully, there was no new
commotion from below. The monster seemed happy to lie in wait –
ready to ambush its prey as it tried to escape.

The forest grew pitch black as
the sun finally sank away. Their little fire spread a pool of
yellow light – flickering in the random airs. The fugitives drew
close about the flames, grateful for the warmth.

Chiri carefully removed the
soup from atop the fire, and shared it out between them in cups
taken from her bags. The warmth and taste of soup was painfully
welcome: it seemed to somehow keep the darkness at bay.

The hollow, drum-like sound of
the forest spirits drifted from the night – just here and there,
somewhere in the distant trees. Chiri looked out towards the
forest, one hand against her heart, her eyes full of worry and
concern.

“Kuno san. I am worried about
Tonbo san and Sura. I am ashamed that I did nothing to save
them.”

The handsome samurai never
wavered – never showed doubt. “We have not abandoned them. We will
rescue them as soon as we can.” Kuno reached over to take Chiri’s
hand.

“They know to trust us.”

A silence stretched – broken only by
the haunting, weird sounds out in the forest. Finally Mifune
reached for the comfort of his sword.

“Kuno san. Will we fight the
monster?”

“We will fight. But it will be
dangerous.” Kuno – still armoured – gave a brisk nod. “You should
keep well clear.”

Mifune straightened his
shoulders. He turned to face Asodo Kuno, and gave a stern,
determined bow.

“I want to fight beside you!
This is the path of honour!” The boy held his bow, trying to hide
his embarrassment. “I am not trained to the sword, Samurai san. I
would be grateful for a pointer or two, before we engage the beast
in battle.”

Kuno looked at the lad
carefully. Mifune had immaculate manners and beautifully polished
accents. He also had a solid core of good intent. He had survived a
night in the forest, evading a monster that had bested countless
other men. Asodo Kuno nodded in approval, liking the young lad very
much.

“Spoken like a true samurai,
Mifune san!” Kuno folded his arms. “But has no one taught you
anything of the sword? Have you no father to teach you?”

Mifune looked quietly away.

“To my shame, I have not.”

“I will teach you.”

Kuno looked out over the
darkening forest. Beneath the trees, the world was absolutely
black. The corpse monster could move about unseen. The samurai
nodded, then settled back to keep a watch over the night.

“In the darkness, the forest
will be un-navigable. The monster would run us down. Therefore, we
will wait for dawn before we act.”

Chiri inspected their frail
little refuge.

“But first, we must survive the
night. What if the creature attacks?”

Kuno rested a hand upon
Mifune’s shoulder. “You have two warriors protect you, Chiri san!”
The man gave a bow. “I know you have ideas forming. Please be
assured that we will protect you. I ask you to concentrate only
upon formulating a plan of attack.”

Chiri knelt with her pink tail
curled about to her front. She bowed to her two companions.

“Thank you, my warriors. It
shall be done.”

Kuno built up the campfire,
while the others arranged raincoats and slabs of bark to help
protect them from the rain. They settled down to watch and wait,
sheltering gratefully from the storm.

Out in the woods, the tiny
spirits played…

 


 


Back in the Sano township, the
night rains drifted down over rooves, dripping runnels down into
the streets. The winds gusted back and forth from time to time.
Doors and windows were all shuttered over, and only tiny slivers of
lamp light managed to filter out into the open world.

Two stone lanterns stood on the
porch of Sano Moko’s headquarters, glowing with a flickering yellow
light. They were the only tiny beacons in the night. Sano Moko
stood back in the shadows of the eaves, her naginata propped
against the wall behind her. She watched out towards the distant
forest, long hair hanging damp and limp beside her face.

Imperial Magistrate Masura came
out onto the porch, waving his guards away. He stood quietly beside
Sano Moko. She bowed to him, and he bowed in return. They both
turned and gazed out into the rain.

After a long time, Sano Moko
finally spoke. Her voice was lost and hollow.

“I tell myself, that I have
done what is best. I tell myself that I acted wisely.” She slowly
flexed her hand about her sword. “Every drop of blood, every inch
of flesh in me screams at me to race into the forest. But duty
holds me in place here.”

Magistrate Masura gave a
sigh.

“A life is lighter than a
feather. Duty weighs as heavy as a mountain.” He forced himself to
turn away from the forest. “Here we stay.”

Magistrate Masura and Sano Moko
walked together over to the far corner of the porch. Rain spattered
down into a little pond nearby, shivering downwards through a broad
old pine.

Moko stood and watched the
water falling. She bowed her shoulders, feeling the weight of the
world pressing down.

“You never realise how much
they mean to you, in all their foolishness.”

Masura had to turn his face
away.

“He wants to be a hero. We
constrain them with what we believe is right. But zen lives in a
child’s heart. Perhaps what he wants is what is best for him?”

Sano Moko gave a frustrated
sigh. She covered her eyes with her fingers.

“He is irritating!”

“Headstrong!”

“Annoying!”

The magistrate wiped at his
face. “Engaging.”

They both turned towards the
darkness – towards the forest, helpless to effect fate. Magistrate
Masura straightened his shoulders, and tried to compose his
troubled soul.

“We have friends.” The man
nodded softly. “We must trust in them – and remember that a samurai
does not indulge in futile fears.”

The rains fell, and the distant
horizon lit up with lightning. Sano Moko and Magistrate Masura
remained in the dark, keeping to their quiet, helpless vigil.

 


 


A cold grey dawn came to the
forest. The light penetrated slowly through the heavy boughs and
dripping leaves. It brought no warmth – but finally the clouds had
begun to clear. A few patches of brightness had opened out high
above the quiet woods.

In the mighty tree high above
the swamps, Kuno had taken young Mifune under his wing. He had the
boy standing beside him, holding a sword, carefully showing the lad
how to grip, and how to calmly take a basic stance. Kuno spoke with
quiet patience, gently guiding his new student along the way.

“Here. Hold it with the right
hand, gripping from the bottom fingers. You may leave your index
finger loose, like this. Then the left hand – grip the same way,
with one fist’s width between them. Not too wide! Line the join of
your thumbs and your hands along the spine of the blade.
Excellent!” Kuno used his own sheathed sword to show the proper
line of Mifune’s hips and shoulders, helping the boy nudge his left
shoulder back into proper stance.

“Right foot forward – just
stand naturally. Weight about sixty percent forward. Your hips and
your shoulders are both in the same line. Settle the sword here, at
the tanden line – at the belt. The point aims for your
opponent’s throat, here.” Kuno effortlessly took his own
stance. He lifted his own heavy sword, and cut down and forwards,
making the big, curved blade slice.

“When you cut – think into the
tip, into the kisaki: this last section of the blade. Think
here, and not into your hands. The tip moves before the hands. Big
movements. Cuuuuuut – pah - like this!” The samurai cut,
wringing his hands forward, his whole body behind the movement.
“Back down to your centre. Never hug the sword. Never tense the
arms! Technique, never strength.”

Mifune tried a cut. Kuno walked
to watch from the side – adjusting and encouraging. He corrected
the boy after a few movements, placing his hands back to cover his
middle.

“Back to centre. Keep centre,
and you are safe. Keep centre, and you are stable. Centre your
soul, and all fear vanishes.”

The samurai gave a bow. He
showed Mifune how to carefully and properly sheathe a sharp blade –
with respect, certainty and grace. Pleased, Kuno exchanged a bow
with his student.

“We’ll make a Spirit Hunter out
of you yet. It is good to have another warrior with us!”

Mifune seemed three spans
taller. He looked at Kuno with hero worship in his eyes.

“Thank you, Kuno san. Thank
you!”

Chiri had been in her rat form,
sleeping curled up in a warm nest made of her own clothing. The rat
spirit awoke and blinked her pink eyes, then scratched herself
vigorously with one hind foot. She looked about at the early dawn,
and then shimmered and flickered, changing into her human-like
form.

Bifuuko was immediately on hand
to help Chiri bring order to her hair. The nezumi arose and looked
carefully out at the forest, checking for signs of little spirits
and huge monsters.

Mifune came excitedly over,
flushed with pleasure as he bowed to her in greeting.

“Chiri san! Good morning! I
found mushrooms for breakfast. They were just growing wild in the
bark!”

Chiri gave a welcoming bow.

“Good morning, Mifune san. Your
spirits seem high.”

“I have been keeping guard.”
The boy puffed himself with pride. “Kuno san has been teaching me
the sword! I will be ready to face the monster with him!”

Kuno bowed to Chiri. He
retrieved their pot from the embers of their little fire. Breakfast
was soup with fresh, seethed mushrooms. Kuno set it out for one and
all to share, and the trio ate an oddly cheering breakfast high
above the swamp.

Chiri finished off her
breakfast, bowing in gratitude to her stalwart hunter-gatherers.
She then set aside her bowl and smoothed out her robes. Mifune and
Kuno settled beside her, waiting to hear her thoughts upon their
situation.

Chiri organised her thoughts
for a moment, then settled back to speak.

“Here it is.” The rat nodded
softly. “To escape the forest, we must defeat the corpse monster.
The corpse monster cannot be defeated without Sura. Therefore, we
must recover Sura and Tonbo from the forest spirits.” She frowned,
thinking the antics of the spirits. “Children. They are
children…”

Chiri turned and looked to
Mifune.

“Mifune san – you saw a child’s
bones in the forest by the lake. Do you remember exactly
where?”

“Yes Chiri san. The creek to
the east – perhaps a quarter ri. They were beside a fallen
tree covered with orange fungi.”

“Were they old bones?”

“I believe so, Chiri san. They
had moss growing on them.”

“Then I will make a deduction.”
The white rat spirit neatly folded her hands.

“Ten years ago, a child enters
the forest. The corpse monster slays it. The child dies – and
becomes a ghost…” Chiri gave a nod. “The village headman said that
the first child who died was a paragon. A potential shugenja. If
so, then the child would make a formidable ghost.”

Chiri turned and gave a little
bow to her companions.

“I must go alone, find the
bones and say the prayers for restful repose over them.”

Mifune looked quite appalled by
the idea.

“You will find them? But that
means descending to the forest!”

“I will go in my animal form,
Mifune san. In that shape, I can perhaps evade the monster. Bifuuko
and Daitanishi will guard me.” Chiri nodded to the two little
elementals, on hand and ready to move. “If I lay the ghost to rest,
then its victims will regain their shape – and we will have Sura
and Tonbo back with us.”

There was a sudden crack and
crackle of breaking bushes far down below. Chiri, Kuno, Mifune and
the elementals all lay flat and moved to the edge of their high
refuge. They peered down into the forest.

The corpse monster had begun
tearing up small trees and underbrush at the edge of the swamp. The
vast, hideous blob had anchored itself amongst the trees, using its
tentacles to wrench and rip at the foliage. It hurtled the timber
into the swamp, crashing it up against the rock outcrop and making
a slowly-growing pile.

The corpse monster was making a
ramp.

Kuno rose and stood, boldly
watching the monster at its work. He reached for his helmet, and
tied the chinstraps tight.

“Mifune san and I will engage
the monster in battle and distract it.”

Mifune quickly bowed to Chiri.
“Go, Chiri san! Go quickly!”

The boy clenched his sword,
looking quite determined. Chiri rose up and clasped his sword arm,
looking at him in complete confidence. Mifune absolutely
glowed.

With a sudden blink, Chiri
changed into her animal form. The beautiful little white rat
emerged from amongst her empty clothes. She bowed to Mifune and
Kuno, then sped off to the edge of the tree, Bifuuko and Daitanishi
with her. The air elemental gripped the scruff of Chiri’s neck, and
the rat simply leapt straight out into space.

Bifuuko’s wings blurred,
slowing Chiri’s fall to a drift. They sailed down, keeping the tree
between themselves and the monster. Chiri splayed out pink feet,
and Bifuuko brought her to a landing in the mud. Daitanishi sped
ahead, crashing and cleaving a path forward through the tangle of
brush and brambles. Chiri and Bifuuko came close behind, struggling
through the wrack that choked the boggy shore. The rat reached
solid ground, and instantly pelted off towards the deeper
woods.

The tree on the rock outcrop
shuddered as the corpse monster raged below. Mifune ran to one edge
of their little refuge to watch Chiri disappear, when suddenly Kuno
caught a flash of movement from the corner of his eye.

“Mifune san!”

The monster had hurtled a rock
about the size of a human head – flinging it with insane speed. The
boy ducked, and the rock smashed through the branch beside him.

The corpse monster lunged
forward, piling up brush and weeds and logs. The ramp came together
with frightening speed. The massive beast screeched in hatred,
skull mouths snapping and baying in demented hunger. But its
attention was fixed upon Kuno and Mifune. Chiri rose from a drift
of leaves and broke cover, running off through the trampled
underbrush and heading east towards the creek.

Some of the countless skulls
grafted into the monster’s body caught sight of Chiri as she
flashed through the leaves. A part of the titanic blob began to
turn – then more and more of the creature hauled itself around.

Skulls opened their mouths in
numbing screams, shooting out bone-tipped tongues that whipped
through the air like javelins. Chiri leapt madly aside, spinning
and rolling as weapons speared into the trees and soft ground all
around her. She dove behind a tree, sheltering there as more and
more of the monster surged towards her.

The corpse monster lumbered
sideways, heaving its bulk up and out of the pool. The creature
gave a numbing scream of hate and blundered towards Chiri. Kuno
immediately plunged down the crevice in the side of the mighty
tree, slithering and skidding. Mifune followed him, and they landed
down on the rocks in a great shower of bark and leaves.

Kuno never hesitated. The
monster’s ramp was there below him. The armoured samurai leapt down
onto the reeking ramp, landing amongst logs and stones. He ran
straight at the monster’s rear as it plunged into the trees
pursuing Chiri. Mifune scrabbled down onto the ramp and followed,
racing to attack at Kuno’s side.

Both warriors slammed their
swords into the reeking flesh of the monster. Kuno lunged, throwing
his entire body weight behind the point of the blade, twisting
deep. Skulls screamed, and tentacles began to form. Mifune cut down
into the nearest, his blade bouncing off as he accidentally struck
at an angle. He tried to copy Kuno, seeing the samurai literally
leap forward as he cut, his body behind the blade as the curved
edge sliced into his enemy. Mifune’s next cut bit home, and a
tentacle sagged, almost sliced clean through.

The monster’s vast jaws formed
– right beside the two warriors. The beast gaped its rusted fangs,
tentacles forming, thickening – flailing towards the two insects
that dared attack it. The monster raged towards them, smashing
saplings flat. It hurtled a length of timber like a harpoon, and
Kuno deflected the missile away with his blade. He ripped a massive
cut across the monster’s face. ‘Friendship’s Sword’ sliced
deep. And then Mifune and Kuno were off and racing through the
woods – ducking lethal missiles that slammed into the trees. They
drew the monster away from Chiri and fled on into the woods.

 


 


 


The little rat spirit raced
through fallen leaves and tangled roots, ducking through the
thorns. Bifuuko bore her up as she stumbled. Daitanishi flickered
through the leaves ahead, pausing to act as a stepping stone when
Chiri needed to make a leap across fallen logs. She heard the
corpse monster as it pursued her friends into the dark woods far
behind. Trying to ignore her terror for her companions, she pelted
onwards through the underbrush, racing madly through the ferns.

Chiri ran and ran, battling
onwards even as her lungs began to seize and burn. She slithered
across a broad field of mud, then leapt her way madly through a
great brake of fallen timber. The rat almost fell – caught by
Bifuuko as she tumbled from a broken tree. She landed in a great
patch of meadow flowers, coughing and sputtering polled from her
nose.

Chiri shook her head and
blinked.

She was in a little clearing
full of white and golden flowers. Ropes of flowering vines hung
from the trees nearby, and great bushes filled with blossoms
shimmered in the sun.

The place was dominated by a
single, huge old tree – a great, broad oak with branches filled
with bright cascades of forest orchids. Panting, Chiri staggered
back to her feet. The little rat looked about herself, dazed and
amazed at the sudden golden light.

The place had a weird tingle of
sorcery about it – as though the very air were somehow alive. Still
panting hard, Chiri took a few small, hesitant steps towards the
tree. Bifuuko and Daitanishi joined her, and all three stared up
into the leaves and flowers.

From somewhere high above,
there came a sound like a small gourd drum…

A small, white lumpen head
emerged from the dark shadows of the tree. It cranked slowly
sideways, then suddenly released, with a soft, clear
‘thock’.

Another of the small spirits
appeared – then another and another. Yet more emerged from amongst
the orchids. The entire tree was a huge nest for the creatures. At
least twenty spirits gathered up inside the boughs. The air rippled
to the sound of half-heard laughs and giggles.

One spirit was larger by far –
differently coloured, with flashes of sparks all though its shadow
body. This larger creature emerged out onto a branch, and stared
down at Chiri.

It crept closer – gathering
itself. Slowly, its head began to crank about upon its neck.

Chiri drew away. But the other
spirits had sensed their leader’s mood. They began to spread out –
some of them dropping down into the meadow. The strange tingle of
magic suddenly twisted at Chiri’s hide.

The rat ran.

She sped like a mad thing
through the grass – past spirits that seemed shocked by her speed.
The rat dashed out of the clearing and raced off into the eastern
forest with her two elementals whirring at her side.

The spirits gave chase. Some
leapt from tree to tree, while others joined their leader, leaping
to the ground and charging forward – vanishing out of sight and
reappearing dozens of paces ahead. Chiri plunged through a brake of
ferns and called out a spell as she dashed towards a maze of
thorns.

 


“Little sisters, growing
green!

Help your playmate stay
unseen!”

 


Little wood elementals –
creatures made out of bark and branches – emerged out of the nearby
trees. As Chiri scampered past, the elementals plunged down into
the thorn bushes behind her, reaching into them with a green
shimmer of magic.

The thorn bushes instantly
exploded into manic growth. They turned into a dense bramble mass a
dozen paces high, their strands all laced into each other as tight
as a solid wall. Chiri stumbled and fell on her front leg,
wrenching her paw. She looked back towards the wall of thorns,
feeling a sudden wave of relief.

The barrier should have been
impenetrable – but the great horde of spirits merely vanished upon
one side, and reappeared on the other. They came on towards Chiri,
flickering and leaping. The rat gave a sob of panicked
disappointment and forced herself back into a run.

She was tiring. Her front paw
hurt, and she was now limping, leaning upon Daitanishi as they
fought their way together through the grass. They stumbled out onto
a slope, and suddenly Chiri was tumbling down a muddy bank.

She splashed into a great, wide
pool – a place all flooded by the recent rains. The far off woods
echoed to the roar of the corpse monster as it battled Kuno and
Mifune – and the cold giggling of the forest spirits was coming
closer and closer through the trees.

The hunting pack of spirits
emerged from the bushes, lining the banks of the pool above. Chiri
backed into the water, utterly cut off from the shore.

The air drifted with a child’s
laughter – sharp and cruel – and then the creatures slowly closed
in about their prey.
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Chapter
5

Chiri backed into the ice cold
pool as the creatures filtered down towards the banks. A fallen
branch lay in the water: the little white rat felt her way back
along the submerged bark, edging back and away from the shore,
until finally the branch ran out.

Somewhere to the east, there
was a steady splash of flowing water. The dark woods still echoed
to the corpse monster’s rage. But the sinister sound of little drum
beats echoed as the weird forest spirits gathered in the gloom.

The pack leader came close,
rising above the other spirits. Chiri froze, tensed and ready to
turn and swim. But the spirits all halted at the water’s edge. The
pack leader kept well back, seeming to actually fear the pool.

Panting hoarsely, Chiri looked
about herself. She suddenly saw a creek trickling into the
rainwater pool. Tree branches had fallen in the rainstorms, and one
was a few paces away in the middle of the great pond.

Suddenly Chiri turned and leapt
clean out into the middle of the pool. Daitanishi was ahead of her,
acting as a springboard as the rat leapt again. Bifuuko caught her
and boosted her onwards, and the rat managed to catch hold of a
fallen tree branch in the water. She ran wildly off along the tree
limb, while the forest spirits all tried to keep pace with her
along the banks. But Chiri was swift. She outdistanced the
creatures and jumped from driftwood to driftwood, splashing the
water with her tail. She floundered ashore at the creek bank, and
scampered wildly on upstream.

The little rat reeled. She
searched frenziedly about herself as she ran, hoping for a sight of
old bones. But the forest spirits were already closing in, flashing
clean through obstacles and somehow appearing in the trees. Panting
raggedly, Chiri fought her way up and onto the top of a huge old
tree trunk that blocked the muddy banks. Her injured paw gave way,
and she fell spilling down the other side, bouncing from shelf
fungi. The rat sprawled amongst mossy stones, trying to gather
herself to run.

She looked again.

She sat upon the moss-covered
skull of a long-dead child, surrounded by a scatter of old green
bones. The rat looked about herself, and felt understanding flow
suddenly through her heart.

The forest spirits were all
around her. Chiri sat up – and shimmered, changing into her
half-animal form. She sat naked in the forest, surrounded by a
child’s bones. Chiri knelt with infinite grace. She faced the
largest of the forest spirits, and gave a quiet bow.

“I beg you to stop.”

She was exhausted – but her
voice was calm. The beautiful rat spirit spoke with pure,
unswerving compassion.

“You have made yourself an
eternal playtime. I know you feel cheated by your death, but this
is not what your powers are for. The way of the shugenja is not
self-gratification, but in helping those in need.”

The rat looked into the face of
the largest spirit.

“It is selfish of you to take
playmates by force. You are doing a great wrong, and causing
anguish to innocent families. I beg of you to relinquish this
half-existence you have chosen. Move on into the spirit realms,
where real love awaits you.

“It is time for playtime’s
end.”

The leader of the spirits
recoiled. It froze – its head still. Slowly it seemed to shrink in
upon itself, head hanging…

The creature suddenly lifted
its face. It flexed ghostly limbs and crouched, moving slowly in
towards its prey.

The entire pack of spirits
followed suit. They ringed Chiri in, moving closer – their acid
laughter filling the air.

The rat spirit hung her head,
and reached her hands down towards the ground.

Elementals of the physical
elements were incapable of stopping the approaching spirits. But
there was one other place: an elemental source that ran far, far
behind and beyond the world of grass and trees. Chiri had never
touched upon it before. She steeled herself now, then plunged her
power out into the black cracks in the world. She let her energy
flood away, feeling the world around her shudder to the raw pulse
of her power.

She felt them: cold and
strange, suddenly turning towards her. Shaking with effort,
trembling – Chiri tried to seize onto something that was
unutterably alien, and drag it up into the waking world.

 


“Element of darkest
void.

Space beyond and space
above.

Take form now beneath my
hand.

Come to she who calls in
love!”

 


Shadows suddenly emerged up
into the world.

They were oily black and
glittering – shadows that moved with a sure, silky reality. They
were the elementals of the void – the hidden element that lurked
behind and beyond. The creatures stretched – interested in the
strange surroundings. Bifuuko and Daitanishi stared at them,
bobbing little bows as they met the creatures’ gaze.

Exhausted, Chiri lifted one
hand. She gestured to the air empty air beside her.

 


“Void fortress!”

 


The void elementals set to
their work with a manic flicker. They began to shift and flow back
and forth all about and above Chiri, veering wildly through the
air. The spirit creatures backed away, eying the weird black shield
in suspicion.

With the spirit creatures
stalled, Chiri turned to the bones at her feet. She bowed to the
bones and clapped her hands, trying to remember the prayer for the
repose of the dead.

 


“Fallen soul, you are not
forgotten.

Fallen soul, you shall not
fade.

We honour you – we bow to
you.

We call to you by name…

 


Chiri’s prayer faltered. She
blinked in horror, realizing that she needed the dead child’s name
to complete the prayer.

In front of her, the leader
spirit girded itself, creeping forward towards the shield. It
suspected that all was merely flash – that the void elementals
could do it no harm. The creature gathered itself to spring
forward. Behind it, childish laughter surged…

Chiri suddenly began to feel
numb. The creature’s spell was reaching into her. The whole world
began to seem vague. She felt her eyes begin to blank.

The rat sagged. Her fading gaze
lingered upon a stone jutting from the banks of the stream…

She remembered the cairn they
had all found just the day before. The memorial cairn. A tree had
been planted beside it – the only one of its type in all the
forest….

“A willow…”

Chiri fought her way back
upright, dragging in new breath.

 


“Fallen soul, you are not
forgotten.

Fallen soul, you shall not
fade.

We honour you – we bow to
you.

We call to you by name.

 


 


Little Willow, you are
cherished.

Little Willow, go to rest.

To the Realm of Beloved
Dead,

Tenderly, we send you
home.”

 


She had recited the prayer: she
could do no more. The rat spirit fell sideways, feeling a sudden
pulse of magic that flashed across her fur.

 


 


In the dense woods, Kuno and
Mifune were locked into a terrible battle against the corpse
monster. They ducked as entire trees were flung bouncing and
crashing towards them. The exhausted warriors lay flat amongst the
roots as the titanic monster surged towards them. As it came close,
Kuno leapt forward and slashed into a tentacle, severing it through
– but the monster merely reabsorbed the stump, growing new limbs
that shot like lightning straight for Kuno’s face. He ducked, and
tentacles tipped with ancient spear blades crashed into the tree
behind him. Kuno cut through the obstacles and ran, feeling the
entire immense monster thundering towards him.

Young Mifune hid panting behind
a tree, concealed from the skulls that jutted from the monster’s
flanks. As the beast turned to hunt for Kuno, Mifune ran forward
and stabbed his sword into the monster’s side.

The creature wrenched sideways,
almost jamming its skull-smothered hide against the boy. Teeth
clashed, and a broken sword blade tore through Mifune’s robes. He
was caught, and tentacles suddenly formed, ready to pull him in
against the skulls. The boy emperor sliced at his own clothing in
panic, tearing free. He stumbled back and away, rolling frantically
as a huge tentacle studded with sword blades lifted and slammed
down at him through the branches. Mifune was up and running,
fleeing back through the trees, ducking as another tentacle shot
past like an arrow, splintering bark and wood to shower like
daggers through the air.

He joined Kuno, and the two
warriors struggled onwards, crashing and shoving through
underbrush. They were utterly exhausted. Mifune could scarcely hold
his sword, and his legs shook with the effort of running. But Kuno
soldiered on, pouring with sweat – his armour streaked and slashed.
Her reached out a tired hand and helped Mifune to his feet, hauling
the boy up as they ran.

A fallen tree was to their
front – a massive oak that lay sideways, blocking their way like a
fortress wall. A sheer rock outcrop was to the right. Kuno plunged
to the left, wading through tall grass – but the footing became
deeper and deeper with mud. There was open water just beyond.
Mifune and Kuno extracted themselves from the mire and clambered
back to the fallen tree.

The corpse monster was
there.

It had cut them off from the
forest. The immense beast was in the open ground, with a clear path
straight towards them. The creature gathered itself, hideous jaws
clashing rusted teeth. Hundreds of skulls all screamed out in hate,
the sound splitting bark and crashing through the leaves.

Kuno lifted his blade into
attack stance. Mifune joined him, standing with the samurai
side-by-side.

Suddenly a yellow paper impaled
upon a throwing spike sped past them and slammed into the fallen
oak. A voice bellowed out above the monster’s numbing noise.

 


“Shields!”

 


Brilliant sheets of magic
sprang up in a great barrier before Kuno and Mifune. They boxed the
massive creature in on all four sides, trapping it inside a prison.
The beast flailed, but its blows rebounded from the magical
walls.

Mifune turned and gaped.

A figure stood in the sunlight
– a creature with brilliant russet-orange fur and a fox’s pointed
face. She wore a rumpled robe and carried a spear whose blade was
forged from orange metal. She looked wild and free and powerful.
The boy emperor had never seen anything as breathtaking in all his
life.

The fox moved forward. The
corpse monster raged towards her and then recoiled, stung by the
magical shields. It seized hold of saplings and hurtled them
towards her, but the fox utterly ignored them.

A huge man strode in front of
her – a samurai dressed in nothing but a robe, yet carrying a
massive iron tetsubo. As a sapling hurtled towards the fox, the big
samurai smashed it from the air. He cleared the way as the fox
swung her spear about herself, power crackling wildly about the
blade.

Kitsune Sura strode up to the
shield. She flashed her spear, carving the ‘Tao’ symbol into the
air with searing strokes of flame. The fox blew upon a yellow
fu paper held between two fingers, and hurtled it through
the symbol. The paper stuck against the corpse monster’s hide.

 


“Tao seal!”

 


The monster staggered – power
searing and crackling over it. The skulls shrieked, but their cries
were muffled and fading. The fox spun about, spear blade whirling
as she summoned up her final spell.

 


“Creature born of hate
eternal

Fiend of blood, beast of
pain.

I expel you to the Realm of
Hungry Ghosts!

Creature born of death, be
gone!”

 


Sura sliced open a gate into
the Realm of Hungry Ghosts. The fu paper on the monster
glowed, and a huge wind seemed to thunder about the creature,
dragging it slowly towards the gate. The corpse monster thrashed,
clawing madly at the ground. Sura poised one hand before her face,
pouring energy into the spell – her green eyes fierce and her fur
tossed by the wind. The monster was hauled inexorably into the
gate, burning and diminishing as it went. It was shedding bones and
blades, becoming nothing but a wallowing black shadow.

The bones burst and shattered.
Old rusted blades suddenly crumbled away. With a howl of despair,
the corpse monster was yanked through the gateway. Sura flashed her
spear down and sealed it shut, trapping the monster upon the other
side.

Running from the woods behind
her came a flock of grubby, naked children. Chiri was amongst them,
wearing Sura’s under robe. She walked with several dirty,
embarrassed Sano samurai – all of them quite naked. One of the men
held the hand of a small six-year-old child who looked about
himself in utter wonder.

The fox leaned on her spear –
tired and rumpled. She flashed a wry, delighted smile, and sketched
a salute towards Kuno.

“Hi honey! I’m home!”

Kuno gave an uncharacteristic whoop of
joy and flung himself at the fox, taking her joyously in his arms.
He laughed with her, then turned to embrace Tonbo. He brought them
forward to young Mifune, and took immense pleasure in performing
introductions.

“My friends Tsunetomo Tonbo and Kitsune
Sura. This is Kenshin Mifune – a brave and stalwart soul.”

They bowed to one another while the
children capered joyously about the crumbled, vanishing old bones.
Chiri came forward to bow in gratitude to Mifune. The boy was
exhausted, cut and bloodied, and absolutely radiant.

Arm in arm with a fox and a rat, the
boy emperor of the sacred isles walked with his friends into the
forest, heading off to collect equipment, find some food, and head
for home.
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Chapter
6

At the village just outside the forest,
a team of Sano cavalry came thundering in from the hills. They were
led by a fierce grey-bearded man – Lord Sano himself – and they
raced into the village in a wild clatter of hooves and armour – two
hundred men, superbly armed and mounted. They skidded to a halt in
a shower of leaves and mud.

Sano Moko had brought her own men
forward to the little village. She was mounted and armoured, with a
dozen samurai at her side. Behind her were the anxious ladies-in
-waiting, and villagers both young and old. The villagers bowed
while Moko rode up to her father and nodded to him from the
saddle.

“Father!”

“Moko chan!” The man stood in his
stirrups to look about the streets. “What is being done?”

The old man was fraught with worry. His
stern old eyes were red. Moko swung her horse about and pointed to
the forest with her naginata.

“We have a party in the forest. They
are experienced with sorcery. We are awaiting results.”

“How many men did you send?”

“They are a team of four, my lord.
Expert monster fighters.”

Lord Sano looked at his daughter, quite
appalled.

“Only four!” The man started to swing
his horse around. “I will mobilize the entire army! We will sweep
the forest with ten thousand men!”

Sano Moko put a hand upon her father’s
bridle.

“Father! With respect, that is what our
experts told me not to do. The forest monsters will merely retreat
into hiding.”

The old man whirled to glare at the
great, dark forest.

“We should cut the forest down tree by
tree!” He turned to look at his daughter in absolute disbelief.
“Four warriors!”

“Two warriors, my lord. Two warriors, a
rat and a fox.”

Ever stern, ever dire, Sano Moko bowed
to her father.

“My lord – I humbly ask you to respect
my judgment on this matter. I guarantee the Spirit Hunters with my
honour and my life.”

She moved close beside her father. Sano
Moko kept her voice quiet and her eyes upon the trees.

“Father. You did not want a daughter.
But I ask you to respect me as a retainer and as a samurai.”

Frustrated, Lord Sano wrung his reins
in his hands. But Moko’s words held great weight. Finally, he bowed
his head and agreed.

“Samurai – I trust your judgment.”

Magistrate Masura rode into the village
with Hijiya Hoichi at his side, and a bodyguard of two dozen
imperial samurai. The magistrate rode to Lord Sano, and the men
grimly greeted one another. Even in his distress, Lord Sano was
deeply moved.

“My Lord Masura! We are most honoured
that you give this matter your personal attention.”

The magistrate nodded. “The emperor
holds your house in high regard, Lord Sano.”

Masura was absolutely grey with worry.
He had neither slept nor eaten.

The man looked anxiously to Sano Moko. “Has there been any
sign?”

“None, my lord. “

Magistrate Masura exchanged a look of
extreme distress with Hijiya Hoichi.

Sano Moko sat at the head of her ranks
of Sano samurai, grimly waiting. She watched the tree line, stern
and utterly unmoved.

The village headman came scampering
from the field nearest to the forest. He pointed excitedly back
towards the forest with his sword.

“My lords!”

From the edge of the forest charged a
gleeful wave of grubby children – all of them as naked as the day
they were born. Behind and amongst them came Kitsune Sura, who
strolled along talking joyously with a bloodstained, merry youth.
With them came Tonbo, Kuno and Chiri – who walked alongside a
gaggle of naked Sano samurai.

Tonbo carried little Yukiwakumaru, the
Sano heir, up on his armoured shoulder. Chiri sent the masses of
grubby children racing to the village, where their weeping parents
ran to them in joy.

Tonbo knelt down to place Yukiwakumaru
on the ground. The little boy toddled forward happily towards his
kin. Sano Moko and Lord Sano vaulted from their saddles. They raced
to the little boy and held him in their arms.

Kitsune Sura strode along with the
youth, Mifune. She had a pair of loaded dice in her hand, and was
showing him how to sneak loaded dice into a cup. He listened to her
with wide-eyed fascination.

“See? Pinch them between your fingers
and keep them out of sight on the back of your hand! They check the
other dice – hand you back the dice in the cup. You palm the dice
in the cup – slip the loaded dice in like this...!” The fox swapped
the dice on one smooth move, and rattled the dice cup on her hand.
“Ha ha! Here – loaded dice. Keep them!”

Mifune took the present in his hands
and was utterly alight with joy.

“Really?”

The boy caught sight of Magistrate
Masura. He waved merrily, and ran over towards him, wreathed in
smiles.

“Uncle Shiro! Uncle Shiro!”

Magistrate Masura hurtled himself off
his horse and ran to the boy, taking him in his arms. He held him
tightly – tears springing in his eyes – then pulled back to
frantically assure himself that the emperor was in one piece. It
took a moment before he realised that he was holding onto the
sacred person of the emperor and immediately let go.

“Forgive me!”

The boy grinned, gripping Lord Masura’s
armoured hand.

“Uncle Shiro! I am unharmed!”

Kuno joined them. He was tired and
torn, his armour scarred and dented. He rested a fond hand upon the
shoulder of the emperor – much to the amazement of Magistrate
Masura. Kuno beamed with pride.

“He is your nephew, Masura Sama? Ah –
all makes sense at last! The boy is a lion. A prodigy!” Kuno bowed
to the youth. “Kenshin Mifune – you will make a wise lord and a
prodigious warrior. It has been an honour to fight beside you.”

Magistrate Masura blinked – then
suddenly caught on as the emperor gave him an anxious glance. Lord
Masura nodded in bemused relief.

“Kenshin Mifune? Yes – of course!”

The emperor was bursting with
enthusiasm and excitement.

“Uncle Shiro! Chiri san and Kuno san
joined forces with me in the forest. We battled a vast monster made
from hundreds of evil corpses. Sura san and Tonbo san had been
changed into forest ghosts by the main big ghost! So Kuno san and I
attacked the corpse monster to draw its attention, while Chiri san
turned into a rat and ran into the forest…”

The boy was carried away with his tale
– sharing it with Sano samurai and Hijiya Hoichi. Kuno met
Magistrate Masura’s eyes, smiled wearily, and gave a bow.

“My lord – it has been an interesting
time.”

Sura and Tonbo made their way over to
Lord Sano and Sano Moko. They knelt and bowed cheerfully to the old
lord, who now sat cross-legged on the ground with his infant son
happily perched upon his knee. The old man gazed upon the Spirit
Hunters and joyously preened his fierce moustache.

“I never doubted your success! We must
reward you!”

The fox waved the entire thought
casually aside.

“We were merely pleased to help, my
lord. We need no reward.”

Lord Sano squared his shoulders.

“It is a samurai’s duty to serve
without thought of reward. But it is a lord’s duty to be generous.”
The man leaned forward – relieved and full of joy. “What boon may I
offer you? I must know!”

Sura sat back and artlessly scratched
her chin in thought.

“Hmmm… The Sano clan are renowned for
their plum wine…”

Tonbo eyed the woman. She immediately
put a hand against her heart in protest.

“Just a bottle or three!” The fox
called over towards Sano Moko. “Moko san! We could taste some
together! At a feast paid for by you?” The fox smiled a smile full
of sudden, sly fangs. “Oooh! And you could wear a dress…”

Tonbo swatted Sura on the rear.

“Stop it.”

Kuno, Magistrate Masura and Mifune
walked by. Young Mifune was still excitedly relating his adventures
to his uncle, waving hands as he talked in the manner of a fox.

“… And out of nowhere, Sura san was
there! She cut a hole right through the world with her spear! She
made a gate to the realm of hungry ghosts, and hurtled the monster
into fire!”

The youth saw Chiri standing nearby,
speaking with overjoyed parents. The rat spirit was in her human
form – long hair gleaming and elementals hovering prettily at her
side. The boy looked upon Chiri with stars in his eyes.

“…But Chiri san is a true hero! And a
sorcerer! And she smells nice!”

Chiri partly heard the remark. She
turned, blushing pink, and gave a modest bow.

“Mifune san – you flatter me.”

The boy turned and beamed to Magistrate
Masura.

“The other girls I know are not
beautiful. Not like Chiri san!”

Magistrate Masura kept the emperor well
out of sight of Lord Sano. He moved over to the horses, and leaned
his head forward into quiet conference with Kuno and Chiri.

“We must get my… my nephew home. He has
many duties to attend to.”

Asodo Kuno gave a nod.

“Of course, my lord.”

Kuno turned and looked at the youth.
Kuno nodded in great respect.

“My lord – Mifune san has the makings
of an excellent swordsman. My old sword master, Sensei Hitohiro
Zunioshi, would form Mifune san’s style well.” He faced Lord Masura
and gave a bow. “Please contact him, Masura sama, and tell him that
I strongly recommend that he accept Mifune san as a student.” The
samurai turned and made a gruff noise, eyeing Mifune out of the
corner of his eye. “Mifune san must apply himself to the training,
however! Sensei Zunioshi is not a man to be trifled with!”

The young emperor looked up at
Magistrate Masura in hope. He almost wrung his hands.

“Uncle Shiro?”

Lord Masura relented. He could only nod
his head and bow to the inevitable.

“It shall be done.” The man gave a
sigh. “Sensei Hitohiro Zunioshi.”

Sura was nearby, arranging for a Sano
armourer to repair Kuno’s equipment. She overheard Kuno’s plans,
and pricked up her ears.

“But don’t waste his time on too much
samurai crap! Teach him about fast talk, monsters and magic. When
he gets older, he’ll be a Spirit Hunter!”

Kuno shook his head, then turned back
to Lord Masura.

“Truly, the blood of heroes is in his
veins.”

Horses were brought. The Spirit Hunters
gathered to bid Mifune and Lord Masura farewell. The youth looked
upon his fellow adventurers, deeply moved.

He drew himself up. With incredible
grace and lordly manner – with love and humbleness, he bowed.

“Kuno san. Chiri
san. Sura san. Tonbo san…” The boy spoke in absolute
sincerity. “I shall try to follow your example. I shall try to
follow on from the lessons you have all begun.” There were tears in
his eyes as he bowed once more.

“You have my love, and my gratitude. I
shall never forget.”

Hijiya Hoichi knelt. He would have
assisted Mifune up onto a horse, but the boy hoisted himself aloft
without needing help. From up in the saddle he nodded to the Spirit
Hunters once more. Magistrate Masura and the imperial samurai
closed up around him, and the group rode off along the road

Kuno and Chiri were sad to see Mifune
go. Sura waved merrily to him as the riders turned a bend and
disappeared.

Tonbo sighed, and gave an approving
nod.

“Hmmph. He will do well.”

Sura gave a smile. “I hope so. Nice
kid!”

They walked back into the village. The
villagers had their children back at last. Little Yukiwakumaru was
being cosseted by the two ladies in waiting. Sano Moko and her
father were talking together nearby, full of joy and relief. All
was well at last.

The Spirit Hunters watched for a
moment, then strolled on into the village, nodding to Sano samurai
who bowed in respect.

Tonbo scratched at his hide.

“I want a bath.”

Sura nodded. “And a laundry. These
clothes smell of leaf litter.” She gave a sigh. “I’m not sure life
as a ghost baby suited me.”

Kuno shrugged, then looked back towards
the forest.

“Forgive my curiosity, Sura san – but
what were those child ghosts called again?”

“Zakashi-Warashi.” Sura rubbed
at her neck and winced. “Ugh. I think my neck still hurts…” She
looked around at Kuno and Chiri in approval. “Hey, you guys made a
perfect call on the ‘prayer for the dead’, by the way. Damned well
done!”

It seemed everyone would be decamping
back to the nearby town, where the inn’s larder and facilities
would be entirely at the Spirit Hunters’ disposal. As they walked
towards the Sano road, Sura cast a sly glance over towards Chiri,
flicking out her tail.

“Hey Chiri. I think you made a conquest
out of young master Mifune.”

The rat spirit blushed. “I am sure you
are mistaken.”

“Hey – he’s Masura’s nephew! A lord!”
The fox waved her hand. “I mean, what’s better than that? The
emperor?”

Chiri walked shyly along with her
friends. “I am very content with what I have, Sura san.” The rat
curled her long pink tail. “Very content.”

They walked on through a village that
was filled with laughter.
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Chapter
1

It was a quiet autumn evening in a little
village nestled by a stream. The sea was somewhere nearby – the
scent of salt and the cries of gulls coloured the night time air.
But here, in the courtyard of the village inn, there were great
wide oak trees and orchards with fruit heavy on the boughs. The inn
was wide and quiet and clean. A slight wind rustled at the leaves,
making a restful sound, and all was well with the world.

The Spirit Hunters relaxed in the inn’s
courtyard, enjoying a quiet evening. A great basket of peaches was
at hand, with a spare bowl for the discarded stones. Chiri sat
beside a lantern, peacefully darning some of Tonbo’s clothes, while
Tonbo carefully sharpened the edges of her gleaming natagama.

Bifuuko and
Daitanishi were playing a board game together – a type of
e-soguroku ‘snakes and ladders’ on a board made from painted cloth.
The kitsune variant of the game included magic powers, monsters to
battle and treasures to steal. The two elementals played avidly
away, rolling dice and apparently quite oblivious to the outside
world.

In the midst of all the peace and quiet,
Kuno sat facing Sura, sitting knee-to-knee. Sura had a large
dandelion flower sitting in her cleavage. She held her hands a
shoulder’s width apart with palms facing, carefully watching Kuno’s
eyes.

Kuno kept his hands at rest upon his thighs.
Suddenly he flashed his hand forward. Sura tried to clap and trap
his hand, but Kuno was too fast. He somehow plucked the flower.

He waggled the flower back and forth, then
stuck it into the front of his robes. Scowling, Sura brushed off
her own hands and settled them on her thighs.

She feinted, quirking her hands – but Kuno
refused to take the bait. Sura tried to whip her hand up to take
the flower, but Kuno clapped and caught her fair and square.

The fox gave a sigh and glared at the
flower.

“Why are we doing this,
again?”

“To teach you speed. Speed to
fast-draw your sword.”

Kuno had a long stick beside
him: a smooth-trimmed piece of wood the same length as a sword. He
slid it through his belt, then looked over to the fox. Sura sucked
at a tooth, and made a little frown.

She flicked out a hand to seize
the flower. Kuno blocked her hand, and had his wooden stick drawn
and at her belly before she could touch the petals. The fox
immediately became petulant.

“I have a spear!” Sura’s spear
lay at her side – forever lacking its sheath. “It doesn’t need a
fast-draw!”

Tonbo picked up a peach, signed
to Kuno, and tossed his friend the fruit. The local peaches were
ripe and extremely delicious. Kuno idly caught the peach and set it
aside.

“A spear is imprecise.”

Tonbo threw another peach to
Kuno. Sura had her spear in a flash, and impaled the peach clean
through. She looked at Kuno with a satisfied air.

The man dusted off his hakama
and ignored her.

“The sword can be used at close
quarters.” Kuno gestured at Sura’s belt. Sura carried a substantial
kodachi called ‘Little Brush’ – a weapon far longer than his own
wakizashi. The blade was razor sharp. “The iai draw can save your
life. I want you to practice it every day.”

Sura gave sigh of resignation.
“Yeah, well, I guess I can see your point…” She suddenly widened
her eyes, seeing something astonishing off in the garden. “Hey wow!
It’s the Buddha!”

Kuno began to jerk his head to
look, and tried to catch himself. It was too late. Sura already had
the flower. She tucked it into her cleavage and preened herself,
flicking out her hair. As Kuno glowered at her, she gave an
innocent wave.

“Hey, I’m lovable! Who’d draw a
sword on me?”

The samurai folded his arms.
“The potential list is long and colourful. It crosses many species
lines.” Kuno spoke to Sura in all due seriousness. “You must be
able to react at need. A samurai who is looking for a fight will
use any excuse to draw on you. Even having your own sword scabbard
clash against his can make him take insult and draw!” He looked
over to the others. “Ah. Tonbo san needs you.”

Sura looked over to Tonbo, and
felt a breeze as the flower was instantly repossessed. She flicked
a wry glance at Kuno, who waved the flower then batted it against
her nose.

“Practice.”

Sura stuck out her tongue. She
removed the peach from the end of her spear, split it in half, and
passed a piece over to Kuno. He savoured the scent of the fruit,
and gave the fox a little bow.

Over on the porch, Chiri
finished her sewing and neatly clipped off the thread. She fluffed
out Tonbo’s robe, inspected her work, then held it out for Tonbo’s
approval. He looked at the repairs in delight.

“Thank you, Chiri san. You are
a fine seamstress.”

“It is always a pleasure, Tonbo
san.”

It was a beautiful evening. A
great waxing moon hung in the sky, and it filled the night time
with a gentle haze of light. A few clouds drifted high up. The oak
tree’s leaves had turned from green to a wonderful medley of
yellows and browns. Chiri lay back on the porch, wriggled toes
inside her socks and looked up happily at the sky.

“Autumn nights are my
favourite. I love the sound of big, dry leaves.” The rat spirit
gave a contented yawn. “I think tonight, I shall go to bed early. I
have a real bed, warm food – and tonight, I can listen to the
trees.” She quietly closed her eyes.

Out in the woods, the night
birds called. Some travelling entertainers in the inn were lounging
back, talking merrily with one another in soft voices. Sura had
ordered a little extra second dinner – and it smelled like it would
be fresh-fried fish, piping hot and gently seasoned. There was
money in their travel purse, the weather was kind, and the world
was full of beauty.

Chiri gave a happy sigh.

“Peaceful. So peaceful…”

 


 


A terrified figure dressed in
black ran wildly through the upper hills. He crashed through
underbrush, almost blind in the deep shadows of the forest. The
man’s breath was ragged with exhaustion as he fled uphill and dove
amongst the tangled trees. Tripping and stumbling in the dark,
desperately clutching a burden against his heart, he found the edge
of a great wide hilltop covered in an ocean of grass.

The ninja wiped at his eyes,
hand trembling. A flat packet muffled in layer after layer of
silken cloth was clutched against his chest, gripped in clawed,
rigid fingers. Trying to control his breath, he searched the
criss-cross of shadow and stark moonlight behind him, watching for
the slightest sign of movement on the hill.

There was nothing. He was safe.
The ninja clung against a tree, blinking – still trying to sort his
nightmares from the shadows.

Slowly – horribly – a
glistening shape rose out of the darkness at his side. The ninja
turned, staring numbly as a nightmare unhurriedly towered
overhead.

The creature was a slice of
absolute insanity. Human in shape – half again as tall as a man –
it was massively broad across the shoulders. Rippling, knotted
muscles gleamed wet and raw, as though somehow flayed free of
skin.

The head had a single huge eye
and a mouth crammed with jagged teeth. Another massive maw ran
vertically down the monster’s stomach, jutting with interlacing
fangs. Its arms ended in long, piercing spears of bone that
glistened horribly in the moonlight. The creature flexed, hissing
softly, then moved one great step towards the staring ninja.

The man flung himself
backwards, hurtling a throwing blade at the monster’s eye. The
giant creature laughed and swatted the knife aside with one long
bone claw, and slowly began stalking down its prey. The ninja
hurtled another blade and then another, growing wilder with panic.
He stumbled backwards, then turned and fled, racing away from the
monster and staggering uphill.

The monster chuckled and came
relentlessly on his trail, never hurrying – never breaking stride.
It effortlessly strode up the hill. The ninja plunged through a
copse of trees, losing sight of the monster behind him. He skipped
sideways for a few steps, looking desperately about for landmarks.
At the sight of a shattered tree he felt a desperate surge of hope.
Running wildly onwards, he was giddy with relief as he saw another
ninja step out from behind the tree. He waved and the first ninja
ran to him. Both flung themselves down into cover in the grass.

The first ninja half rose from
cover, watching the nearby hill. He flicked a swift glance at the
other man.

“Brother – I have the sacred
mirror!”

The second ninja split apart.
Skin and clothing shredded as a vast wet, red form burst into
being. The monster plunged two bone spears clean through the ninja
and in a single careless move simply ripped the man apart.

The first monster strode almost
idly up the hill to join its companion. They both kicked aside the
horrifying ruin of the dead ninja. Long tongues snaked outwards
from their gaping stomach-mouths, flinging offal aside as the
monsters tugged and searched.

One monster triumphantly seized
the silk package, then both creatures admired their prize, gloating
and dripping with gore.

Soft, almost untraceable sounds
came from the woods downhill. The monsters swivelled. Several men
were moving towards them, trying to stay silent in the darkness and
the grass. Yet more approached from the far side of the hill.

A distant temple bell gave a
low, soft boom. The monsters turned and gazed towards the forest –
towards the distant sound. They immediately strode off across the
grass and into the black tree line – moving with huge but silent
strides.

In an instant, they were gone.
The hillside lay still and silent beneath the gaze of the golden
moon.

For long moments, the hilltop
lay abandoned.

Small stealthy movements
flickered in the grass. The black shapes of ninja merged with the
shadows, moving silently and swiftly forward in the dark.

The ninja fanned out across the
hill, flicking forward – searching carefully. One man moved towards
the broken tree. He suddenly froze, dropping to his knees. The man
crept forward, stared, then retreated. He signed to another man,
and the signal passed swiftly off into the night.

Hako, guild leader of the Akai
Nami ninja, slowly advanced up the hill. Flanked by two of her best
men, she approached the broken tree.

Men surrounded her, she came to
the reeking, bloody patch of grass. She knelt and bared her face,
keeping her expression stiff and cold as she examined the bloody
ruins of her man.

The body had been torn in two –
an act of horrifying strength. Parts were scattered bloodily about
the grass.

Off to one side were more
remains. Ninja clothing had been ripped apart and discarded, but
inside the clothing there was a human skin – torn asunder, but
apparently complete. Even the face and hair had been preserved.

The face was that of one of
Hako’s best men. She sank down, staring at the wreckage in
shock.

“Impossible!”

The man who had discovered the
bodies looked at his leader in shock.

“Leader, what manner of enemy
is this?”

A team of men came running
quietly from the forest to drop down into the grass beside Hako.
One bowed and made his report.

“Leader! They have not exited
the forest! Their tracks lead to the monastery.” The man turned and
gestured to the vast, dark wall of trees. “There is a great deal of
blood. We believe they may have slain someone on the road leading
to the monastery.”

Hako looked off towards the
woods.

“Were there any bodies?”

“No, leader. Some bone and
gristle. Badly chewed…”

The ninja leader slowly
clenched her fist.

“They have eaten the bodies.”
She lifted the flayed skin at her feet. The monsters were clearly
formidable enemies. “They have taken refuge in the monastery. They
could be virtually anyone.”

The leader of the scouts looked
at the carnage, at the rags of wet human skin, then turned back to
stare off towards the monastery.

“Leader, how can we prevail
against such a foe?”

“A ninja adapts tactics to
circumstances.”

Hako rose. She stood on the
hillside, mind racing with different thoughts. A concept slowly
crept to the fore.

Inspiration came – cold and
slick as polished silk. She remembered a few lines from an
intelligence report handed to her days before…

Perfection! Hako almost felt
herself smile.

“We are not beaten yet. In
every situation, a ninja uses the best possible tools.”

Her men looked up at her, still
not understanding.

“Leader?”

Hako had already turned and
signalled to the men.

“Come. We shall find our
tools!” She began to stride downhill. “To hunt evil spirits – one
should use Spirit Hunters!”

The ninja gathered swiftly
about her. Orders were given, and men raced off to do their
leader’s bidding. Finally Hako and her inner circle sped into the
shadows, vanishing silently into the night.

The hillside was empty once
again. Moonlight fell across a few torn strips of black clothing
lying in the grass, and all was still…

 


 


A gold-grey autumn morning
bloomed across the imperial capital. The hills to the north and
west were covered in the glorious red-gold regalia of autumn.
Little maple trees lined the roadways, shining brilliantly with
leaves of amber, fire and scarlet. Cherry trees were filled with
small hard fruit, speckling the branches with green and red. The
entire huge, brilliant city seemed to shine like gold.

The capital was a place of
little waterways feeding into a great iron-grey river. Out on the
water, barges drifted and riverboats set rail. Families of nomadic
river rats swarmed aloft into masts, waving to sea-going junks
crewed by northern wolves. Along the shoreline, markets sprang to
life as new boats arrived, bringing strange tributes and cargoes to
the market stalls.

From the low, broad hill at the
city’s heart, the palace bell tolled, and the Hour of the Dragon
officially began. Breakfast had been eaten, messages received and
the morning rituals were done. The morning’s serious business could
begin at last. Out in the broad streets, palanquins and ox draw
carts headed out, bearing nobles, merchants and grandees off on
visits to friends, business partners, temples and shrines. Porters
bearing all manner of deliveries jogged along the streets.
Countless inns and theatres, tea houses, brothels and restaurants
all turned themselves inside out, with every surface swept and
every bit of bedding fluffed out to air in the sunshine.

The imperial palace itself was
an island of absolute, eternal serenity. High walls enclosed the
lower gardens, with steep steps heading up towards the inner palace
– towards the ‘Serene and Perfect Hall’.

The central palace was
exquisitely manicured. Tall pagodas held ancient Buddhist relics
and meditation halls. A dainty lake was fed by springs and streams,
with little islands linked by beautifully decorated bridges.
Courtiers moved here and there  the women
in robes of decorously layered colours, surrounded by swarms of
maids. The men were dressed in upright black formality, cruising
the walkways with wooden billets of authority in hand. The long
trains of their robes trailed behind as they paced the corridors.
Every movement was measured – every nicety of etiquette was
perfectly formed and judged.

Behind the main walkways and
parades, the imperial apartments had dozens of little side passages
of their own: through-ways for servants bustling back and forth on
their work. As the hour bell tolled, the young emperor came racing
down a passageway that led to his private meditation hall. He wore
a rough jute robe and a pair of plain hakama, and carried a wooden
training sword.

He was met by a slender young
lady of the court – only a year older than himself. Lady Suzoko
raced forward carrying the emperor’s formal robes, while a bevy of
maids ran bearing sashes, hats and shoes. Lady Suzuko hastily held
out the robes, and a quick change took place in a mad flurry right
out in the middle of the corridor.

The young emperor tried to
wriggle into inner robe, sash and socks all at once. He was
horribly aware that the hour bell had gone horribly silent.

“My lesson went late!
Suzuko-san, are they here?”

“They are here, Imperial
Majesty!” The girl removed the emperor’s hat so that she could pull
his elegant outer suikan robe into place. “They have already
entered the Serene and Perfect hall!”

Lady Suzuko swept back the
emperor’s long hair so that she could dress him in his cap of
office. She saw a red mark on his forehead, and paled with
shock.

“Your Imperial Majesty! You
have been hurt!”

The young emperor winced, and
ruefully touched his new welt.

“I paid insufficient attention,
and received a tap to the head for my pains.”

Lady Suzuko was utterly
incensed. “The old dog! Were I a samurai, I would strike him
down!”

“That is why my lessons are
private, Lady Suzuko. My guards would be impelled to rashness! But
how else am I to learn?” The emperor clucked his tongue. “I will
not turn my back on the ‘old dog’ again.”

The young noblewoman’s eyes
flashed with fire. “He is worse than a dog! He is blasphemous! He
looked you directly in the eye when you first met. I saw him do
it!”

“He always looks me in the eye.
I am his student! Anyway  you look me in
the eye, too!”

The young lady briskly tugged
the emperor’s robes into place. “I am supposed to. One day, I am to
be your wife.”

The emperor tried to peer
through a tiny gap between hanging screens as a maid fussed about
with the train of his robe. He waved away another maid who had been
bearing a tray of makeup for his face.

“Who is here?”

Lady Suzuko flicked a glance
through the hangings. “It is the inner council. Magistrate Masura,
Magistrate Zuniochi, Magistrate Koroda. The Minister of the Right,
the Minister of the Left, and your uncle, Prince Horigawa.”

The emperor made a face of
annoyed distaste.

“Horigawa. It must be
important!”

They moved in a confused rush
down the passageway, screeching to a halt as they reached the two
imperial guards who knelt on either side of the entrance to the
hall. The emperor tried to look serene and unhurried, moving
forward towards the guards. He was met by a last flurry of
ladies-in-waiting, who all tried to offer him face makeup. The
emperor waved them away, dusted his robes, and moved past the
bowing guards and into the Serene and Perfect Hall.

Guards slid open the doors.

The long hall was lined with
delicately painted screens. Great fragrant wooden beams crossed
over below the ceiling, and the floor boards gleamed a gorgeous
maple red. Sprigs of winter flowers had been thoughtfully arranged
in all the alcoves, and screen doors gave a view clean out across
the palace lake.

The inner council was present
and waiting, kneeling in the upper hall at the foot of the imperial
alcove. The six men pressed their foreheads to the floor, bowing in
great formality.

The emperor was about to move
forward, when Lady Suzuko flitted in from one side and handed him
his fan. Stiff faced, the boy entered the hall. Although Magistrate
Masura’s face was down towards the floor, the emperor was certain
that he could see his old friend smile.

The inner council consisted of
three heads of the imperial civic ministries. Prince Horigawa – a
great uncle of the emperor - served as Chancellor, the senior
minister of the court. Beneath him were the portly Minister of the
Left, and his junior, the ancient, rigidly Confucian Minister of
the Right.

The court held many important
posts  the chamberlain, the directors of
the imperial household and the imperial equerries. But the previous
emperor has initiated a new protocol: the inner council now held
not only government functionaries, but the commanders of the three
great houses of imperial samurai. These men were tasked with law
and order, customs and taxes, as well as the security of the realm.
They were outside of the system of courtly ranks, owed their
position to no favour from the chancellor or ministers. Their
inclusion was a constant source of annoyance to Horigawa and the
old guard.

The Minister of the Right –
great haired and perfect in his etiquette, rose halfway from his
bow. His teeth were blackened in the old court style – a style now
quite eschewed by the emperor and the younger generation. The
Minister of the Right called forth in a surprisingly powerful,
clear voice.

“Ten thousand years to his
Imperial Majesty Yutaakira, child of the great Kami!”

The emperor’s alcove had a
slatted bamboo screen that hung down to protect him from direct
contact with lesser mortals. The emperor sat down in his place, and
signed to his two guards. The men immediately raised the curtain.
The three samurai sagistrates ranked to the left of the hall all
straightened their shoulders, appreciating the honour and approving
of such directness. The three ministers seemed coolly indifferent –
although old Horigawa’s black eyes glowered.

Magistrates Masura and Koroda
must have ridden for days to appear at such a meeting. Embracing
all due majesty, the emperor looked over the council and gave a
nod.

“Revered Prince Horigawa.
Honoured Minister of the Left. My esteemed Minister of the Right.
Honoured magistrates. You are welcome.” The emperor set his fan
across his thigh. “What disturbs my inner council?”

Ladies-in-waiting drifted in
from one side of the hall, bearing tea and musical instruments.
Magistrate Masura caught their eye and subtly shook his head. The
women – discrete above all things – gracefully and silently
withdrew.

Magistrate Masura looked to the
two samurai guards that flanked the imperial dais.

“Secure the room.”

The guards bowed – first to the
council, then more deeply to the emperor. They closed the side
doors, inspecting the areas outside, signalling sentries to move
several paces back from the doors and take guard. Duties performed,
they exited from the furthest door, leaving the inner council alone
with the emperor.

The emperor leaned forward,
listening intently.

“You have news, Magistrate
Masura.”

The magistrate gave a grave,
crisp bow.

“Yes, your Imperial
Majesty.”

Prince Horigawa – Chancellor of
the Imperial Council of State - looked over at Masura. Horigawa had
a deeply-lined, parched face not unlike a turtle. His eyes were
sharp and cold.

“His Imperial Majesty is only
interested in facts, Masura. We hope this is not to be another one
of your trips into fantasy.”

“His Imperial Majesty is aware
that I do not waste time upon false alarms, Prince Horigawa.” The
samurai gazed upon the prince with cool enmity. “Neither do I take
fright easily.”

The Minister of the Left’s
round face was like a great round moon floating amongst his black
robes. He fussed and dithered with his sleeves.

“Is it to be more alarmism,
Masura? Please, let it not be more alarmism.” The poor man was
quite distraught. “With all of your tales and suspicions, his
Imperial Majesty cannot decide whether you are serious!”

The emperor tried to put real
authority into his youthful voice.

“Let Magistrate Masura speak. I
am capable of deciding well enough what is serious and what is
not.”

Horigawa was stung – he
resented the preferment of lower orders over and above the highest
ministers in the land. But he signalled to the Minister of the Left
to be silent.

Magistrate Masura turned to the
emperor and delivered his report.

“Majesty! As you are painfully
aware, the old nobility no longer holds sway over the empire. Over
the last few centuries, samurai clans have become the true powers
of the land. The imperial throne’s influence has withered.

“The first samurai clans were
tied to the throne by blood. Since that time, others have arisen
purely by the power of their steel. These clans now dominate the
power structure. For generations, they have been locked in a state
of struggle.”

Horigawa made a noise of sour
approval.

“Great clans have now arisen.
Mighty powers. With luck, perhaps they will all slaughter one
another.”

The Minister of the Left
immediately sat up and waved his fan.

“Perhaps it is all for the
best. It is all in far flung, savage provinces after all!” The man
was all a-flutter. “If the clans are too large for the land to live
at peace, then perhaps a blind eye should be turned? Instead of
penalising raids and forays, we could allow it. Their violent
spirits would be exercised!”

Magistrate Kuroda was a square,
blunt man with a deep scar upon his face. He turned and glowered at
the minister.

“Perpetual war? Perpetual
bloodshed? Is that moral?” The magistrate bowed to the emperor. “Is
it not the sacred duty of the court to preserve the peace of the
land?”

Horigawa turned.

“Do not presume to tell the
emperor his duty!” The prince wrung his billet of office slowly
between thin, clenched hands. His voice brimmed full of hate. “The
samurai are beasts! Let them wallow in their own blood!”

A firm, gentle presence made
its presence known. The old Minister of the Right stared sadly at
the floor. He spoke quietly and softly, reciting a poem from the
ancient Middle Kingdom.

 


“Frontier war drums disrupt
all men’s travels.

I am fortunate enough to have
brothers, but all are scattered.

There is no longer a home at
which I can ask if they are dead, or alive.

How terrible that the fighting
cannot stop…”

 


The old man kept his eyes upon
the polished floor.

“I am saddened by such total
disregard for the teachings of the Buddha. Truly, these are the
latter days of Buddha’s law…”

The emperor bowed to the old
man.

“My Lord Minister of the Right
speaks with the wisdom of compassion.” The boy looked firmly out to
his ministers. “Were we to encourage war between the clans, we
would be murderers indeed. Each death would be upon our own
heads.”

Horigawa seemed disgusted.
Magistrate Masura watched the man closely. For his part, the
Minister of the Left waved his hands as though trying to quiet a
restless sea. He looked back and forth, hoping to placate one and
all with nervous smiles.

“Imperial Majesty – fellow
counsellors. Please be calm! There is no need for conflict amongst
ourselves! The struggle between the clans is already endemic,
despite our best efforts! But this does not effect the emperor or
the imperial throne.”

Magistrate Masura was
terse.

“My apologies to the esteemed
Minister of the Left, but despite our best efforts, that may not
remain the case. An imbalance is quite possible.”

Magistrate Zuniochi faced the
emperor and bowed. His voice was stern and dire.

“Imperial Majesty. There is
another, even greater threat. It has come to my attention that the
older, smaller samurai clans might trigger a conflict. Allied to a
larger, more powerful clan, they can make a deadly meld of blood
and steel.”

The emperor frowned.

“Blood and steel,
Zuniochi?”

“Imperial blood. Samurai
steel.”

Magistrate Zuniochi scowled.
His scar gleamed in the filtered light of the Serene and Perfect
Hall.

“Imperial Majesty. Long ago,
when barbarians threatened the lands, the emperors created the
office of military commander in chief – Shogun. This was to
allow one general to command the troops of many different clans in
battle. The shoguns were given vice regal powers. This appointment
is still a legal one, but it has not been activated in centuries.
It may only be carried by one related to the imperial family by
blood.”

The man flexed his massive
hands.

“There have recently been
clandestine inquiries into the imperial archives regarding the
position of shogun. Several minor clans have definite links to the
imperial line. We believe that if a new, powerful clan were to ally
with an older clan, they might then have the leader of the smaller
clan appointed shogun. With the shogun’s official powers, they
could change trade concessions and rice land holdings to their
favour. Smaller clans would flock to them for the benefits. This
would create the large power block we have feared. Under the banner
of a shogun, this power block would destroy their rival clans and
dominate the sacred islands.”

The Minister of the Left could
only shrug. He turned to the senior magistrate.

“Forgive me, Magistrate Masura
– but would that not mean an end to war? Surely this would be a
good thing!”

“Forgive me, Honourable
Minister of the Left, but you are wrong.” Masura’s voice was firm
and unwavering – his intent absolutely sincere. “With a shogun
acting as dictator, all power would be in the hands of the
military. Military virtues are not the ruler’s virtues. I believe
the nation would be crushed beneath a harsh regime. We would see
the end of the imperial crown as an effective voice in
government.”

Masura bowed.

“I believe we owe the
descendants of the Kami – the sacred rulers of our land – a deeper
respect than to turn them into empty puppets. Mere men of
straw.”

There was a moment’s silence.
But Prince Horigawa gave a snort and flicked the entire notion
aside.

“Alarmism! How would this
alliance of samurai force our emperor into giving them the shogunal
appointment?”

Masura turned.

“By removing our emperor and
replacing him with a more malleable candidate.”

Horigawa levelled a finger,
pointing it at Masura.

“Blasphemy!”

“Fact! It is my duty to warn
the emperor of all dangers to the realm!” Magistrate Masura looked
to the emperor – a dragon, ever ready to protect the realm. “We
believe that minds are already moving in this direction. We
respectfully request the emperor’s permission to act in this
matter.”

Horigawa and the Minister of
the Left were prepared to argue, but the emperor suddenly clapped
his hands. The noise brought instant silence.

The emperor spread his fan. The
old war banner of the first emperor had been painted there – the
symbol for unity, painted upon a backing of the ideographs for
human, fox, rat, tanuki, wolf, bear, rabbit, bee, wasp…

“The joyous loyalty of the fox.
The humble tenacity of the rat. The tireless vigilance of the boar
and wolf. The wasp’s industry. The quiet unity of the rabbit. The
human need for fellowship and wonder…” The emperor quietly folded
his fan. “These are the foundations of the sacred isles. These and
many others.”

The boy was silent for a while.
When he spoke, it was with an unquiet, troubled heart.

“My ancestors were warriors who
rescued this land from the claws of demons. I appreciate a
warrior’s virtues. Courage, discipline and control. Strength in
adversity.

“My family have lived within
the court for many generations. In them, I have seen the courtly
virtues. Intelligence. Mediation. Respect for tradition.

“For my part, I have tried to
study the virtues of the sage. Compassion. Understanding. A love of
integrity above all other things.”

The emperor felt strangely
hollow. “It was my hope that one day I might be called upon to be a
great man.”

The boy sighed, weighed down
with an unseen burden. He closed his eyes, and tried to think like
an emperor – like a sage.

Like a fox.

He remembered, and slowly
nodded his head.

“The best swords are made from
a blend of steel. The best governments from a blend of virtues.
Military dictatorship would overbalance the yin and yang.”

The emperor pointed his fan
towards his ministers. “For now, we must preserve the balance. I
authorize the imperial magistrates to investigate this matter.”

His voice fell and he spoke
almost to himself.

“There must be a better way.
But I have not been given a vision of it.”

Disappointed and troubled, the
emperor arose. The inner council all bowed, and the young emperor
turned and walked away.

Servants opened the door into
the emperor’s private chambers. Ladies-in-waiting were there, ready
to serve him, along with equerries and servants, guards and grooms.
The boy turned and found his wooden practice sword leaning quietly
against a wall. He took and looked at it sadly, then walked on into
the palace depths.

 


 


Outside the Serene and Perfect
hall, the quiet, solemn palace life was in full flow. Magistrate
Masura strode from the meeting in a stiff, silent mood. Zuniochi
and Kuroda conferred with him quietly and intently, then both took
their leave, each heading back to his district of command.

Masura walked away. He moved
past court officials all dressed in black, and splendid nobles
dressed in trailing robes. The court women were dressed in layered
silks like flowers nested within flowers. Masura bowed to the one
or two who came near, but did not linger. He made his way to the
stables, found his escort, and grimly rode the long, curving path
down the palace hill and out towards the gates.

They made their way into the
main city, away from the palace walls and guards. The broad streets
of the capital thronged with pedestrians. Tanuki spirits came in
from the countryside pulling carts filled with fragrant mountain
herbs. Buddhist monks carried a palanquin along the centre of the
street, escorted by fifty sohei warriors armed with long
bladed naginatas. Magistrate Masura and his escort of armoured
samurai moved past them all, finally heading off towards the
southern gate.

A stream passed through the
capital, splashing and foaming over great rocks. Lord Masura and
his men made their way towards the wooden bridge that carried on
towards the gate, but detoured to stand their horses by a willow
tree and watch the splash and bubble of the water passing at their
feet.

A crow spirit and a haughty
female crane were waiting by the water. They arose and bowed,
looking attentively to Lord Masura.

The magistrate nodded. The two
bird spirits immediately bowed – then in flash, changed into their
animal forms. Crane and crow emerged from discarded clothing and
flapped up into the sky, circling over the gate and then speeding
off down to the north – towards the mountains and the shores
beyond.

Samurai retrieved the cast-off
clothing. They remounted and joined Magistrate Masura, fanning out
to protect his flanks and sides.

Resuming their journey, the
horsemen slowly headed across the bridge towards the gate.
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Chapter
2

The seaside town of Genjimachi
was celebrating the beautiful autumn moon. At night the streets
were bright with hundreds of coloured paper lanterns. People
thronged in their festival finery, eating at booths that lined the
broad sandy roads. Out at the shore, fishing boats were drawn high
up on the sand surrounding bonfires where the fishermen sang and
danced. And high above it all, shimmered a great golden moon.

The harvests were in, and
winter crops had been planted. Townsfolk had money in their pockets
and there was finally time to relax. Sakē flowed – millet wine and
barley liquor were served at sakē shacks, inns and stalls. Yet more
booths sold fresh fried fish, crab cakes and sizzling sea beasts on
a stick. The air was filled with delicious scents, music and
laughter from the passing crowds.

The town sat at the base of a
castle hill. The fortifications were extensive, climbing in four
stages from the rocky shore. Its residences were newly refurbished
and expanded. The Ishigi banner flew above the palisades – yellow
banners, rather than the more usual mellow green. There was a
considerable garrison, with many high ranking young officers, their
expensive wives and families. And so the town catered to the needs
of the soldiers, ladies, lords and samurai. There were clothing
stores, armourers, horse merchants, sword makers – everything that
a rising samurai might need.

Tonbo and Kuno sat on a wooden
bench to one side of the town’s main street. Both men were polished
to a high state of magnificence, with brand new formal
kashimono robes, neatly folded caps, and their hair oiled
and ordered. They sat back and enjoyed the fine display of dancing
just across the street, where a trio of frog spirits performed a
leaping, strutting high-footed jig to the great delight of the
gathered crowds.

Sura came walking out of the
throng, delighted by the festival. She was dressed in astonishing
high style in a sheer silk kimono and obi belt, with her russet
hair and tail brushed to a shine. She was even wearing makeup –
accentuating the foxy shading of her face. The only incongruity was
her kodachi, ‘Little Brush’, stuck jauntily through her
belt.

The fox struck a pose, lifting
one hand into the air. She was extremely pleased with her new
finery.

“Well? Suitable for a lord’s
banquet?”

Kuno smiled and nodded in
approval. For his part, Tonbo beamed. Sura turned about for him,
showing the elegant back of her attire – tail swishing, hips
waggling. Tonbo applauded heartily.

“Excellent.”

Sura had an even better trick
to share. She moved closer and spread her fan, hiding the nearby
street from Tonbo and Kuno’s view. Like a conjurer performing an
illusion, she waved her hand back and forth above the fan.

“Ah! Ah, wait…!”

She whisked the fan away, and
whirled aside.

Nezumi Chiri had come shyly
from the outfitter’s store. She wore a magnificently embroidered
kimono, with an obi belt of cherry-blossom pink. Her long white
hair hung unbound, shimmering like a silver waterfall in the
moonlight. Her face had the slightest touch of makeup. Her robes
were delicately patterned with images of a rat gazing from a tree
bough at the moon. She blushed, self-conscious in her finery – but
moved with elegance.

Chiri had been schooled in
etiquette and deportment: it was clear from her quiet, unstudied
grace. The rat never spoke of her upbringing, but had clearly worn
such clothing before. She bowed demurely to her friends.

Kuno was on his feet – quite
speechless. Unable to take his eyes off her, he bowed in
amazement.

Sura slid past him. Face hidden
behind her fan, she whispered into Kuno’s ear.

“Of course, no underwear is
worn beneath a true formal robe.” She tapped at Kuno’s shoulder
with her fan. “It ruins the lines…”

Bifuuko and Daitanishi floated
along beside Chiri as she joined her friends.

They all turned and looked
towards the castle above the town. It stood upon a fine, rocky
height overlooking the bay. The festival was also being celebrated
in the castle, and strings of coloured lanterns lined the roadway
up through the castle gates. Lamp light shimmered from inside
buildings and gardens, like multi-coloured flowers beneath the
clear light of the moon.

The four Spirit Hunters moved
out onto the road, and began the walk towards the castle
heights.

Ishigi couriers had met the
Spirit Hunters early in the morning, inviting them to attend the
festival in nearby Genjimachi. It had been a morning spent ambling
along the road, and an afternoon of careful shopping: Kuno was
insistent that the best possible impression should be made. As they
wandered up the busy street, Sura shrugged her shoulders, missing
the familiar feel of a weapon in her hands.

“I want my spear! I feel naked
without my spear!”

Kuno walked serenely, enjoying
the bright life of the streets. “It would look very much out of
place at the banquet. As it is, the kodachi is an
interesting addition.”

“Hey – I’m a Spirit Hunter.
Ghosts know no downtime!” Sura strode happily along, enjoying the
fine, mild air. “So what happens at this ‘do’ again?”

Chiri was quite excited. She
was terribly interested in the night to come.

“It is a water banquet, Sura
san! We are the guests of Lord Ishigi’s eldest son. His heir,
Ieyesu.” The rat was quite amazed at the honour being granted to
them. “Ieyesu-sama has invited his hatamoto – his inner
retainers. There will also be nobles and high priests. They will
recite poetry while we all gaze upon the beauty of the moon.”

Sura flexed her tail. “Sounds
great!” She waved a hand at Kuno. “We’re gagging Kuno – right?”

The samurai gave a cool sniff,
refusing to look at the fox.

“I fail to understand just what
you mean.”

Chiri suddenly grew nervous,
glancing up towards the castle and flicking her long pink tail.

“We will be the only strangers!
Everyone will be watching us!” The rat put a hand against her
heart. “Oh! What if they want me to recite a poem?” The thought
instantly brought on hiccups. She croaked and tried to press
knuckles into her diaphragm. “Oh dear!”

Sura leaned over and pinched
Chiri’s right ear – a pressure point that had worked in the past.
The fox held the pressure as she walked, suddenly swishing her tail
and giving a thoughtful frown.

“Lord Ishigi’s heir… What are
his motives for inviting us?”

Kuno slid a sideways glance at
the fox, pondering carefully.

“You will be decorous, I trust.
This is a very, very great honour we are being accorded. Any
improprieties would cause our host great loss of face.”

Sura waved a hand in protest.
“I will be proprietal! I’ve been polite, I’m keen… Hey, I chose our
outfits myself! Is there any cause for complaint?”

Kuno grudgingly cleared his
throat.

“Indeed not. You are both
superb.”

“Excellent. Then let’s go!”

The pathway to the castle was
about five hundred paces of hill slope. Kuno stood for a moment and
pondered the lower gatehouse, thoughtfully scratching at his
chin.

“Should we perhaps arrive in
palanquins? Would that make a better impression?”

Sura flicked a glance across at
the man.

“Kuno – we’re monster fighters.
We don’t pay other people to do the walking for us.” She swiped at
his backside with her tail. “Come on! Up we go! Oooh – I hope
there’s dinner involved in all of this! I swear I could eat a
baby’s backside through a bamboo fence!”

Bifuuko settled into Chiri’s
hair like a jewelled ornament. Daitanishi nestled down upon her
shoulder. Chiri set everything to rights, smoothed down her kimono,
and looked up towards the castle light.

“Do you think we will make an
impression, Sura san?”

“Absolutely! They’ll love us!”
The fox settled throwing knives and a pepper-egg into her sleeve.
“Trust me – I’m a fox!”

 


 


The Spirit Hunters made their
way up the steeply sloping pathway. Ishigi foot soldiers at the
gate greeted them. The guard commander had been expecting them.
Samurai arrived to bow and escort the visitors onward, moving
through the outer bailey with its barracks and stables. A higher
path led past flanking walls and towers, moving up through another
gate house and on into the second bailey, where higher ranking
families had their homes.

Discrete, fashionable servants
met the newcomers, leading them along with lanterns through gardens
beautiful with autumn plants. Stone lanterns glowed: subtle music
drifted through the trees, and there was the sound of voices in
amongst the murmur of a stream.

An ornate, highly manicured
garden had been set along the banks of a silver stream. Artfully
placed rocks and boulders turned the path this way and that, always
leading to a new view of flowering trees or distant highlands. The
final turn led out to a great, wide grassy space where the stream
moved in a slow meander, its shallow waters shimmering above a bed
of gravel.

High ranking samurai in beautifully
coloured costumes sat along the banks of the stream. They were
seated upon grass matting and cushions, with delicate little trays
of food and sakē set out beside them. The great orange autumn moon
hung low above the ocean beside them. In a quiet alcove to one
side, shirabyōshi
 female musicians dressed
in male court attire and bearing swords – softly played the flute
and drum.

Samurai women sat behind the men, demurely
serving the menfolk with morsels of food and cups of heated sakē.
The menfolk spoke to one another, waving fans and cultivating witty
conversation as moonlight reflected in the waters of the stream,
glittering a ghostly silver-gold.

Servants led
the Spirit Hunters to their place beside the stream. There were
only two mats and cushions at the banks – intended for the men.
Smaller mats were set behind, where the women could demurely keep
their place.

Sura contemptuously kicked the mat offered
to her over to the bank. She cast an eye at Chiri, who blushed and
did the same. A samurai seated at the opposite side of the stream
glanced at them in clear disapproval. He flicked open his fan and
waved it to mask his view of the new arrivals. The servants blushed
and quietly moved away.

Sura sat
herself down and checked the trays beside them. Kuno a shot her a
warning glance, but the fox ignored him. She poured sakē for her
friends and herself, raising the cup to bow in the general
direction of the man across the stream. She emptied her entire cup
at a gulp.

She felt Kuno glowering at her. The fox
cocked an eye at the man.

“What?”

The man across the stream had a
great ferocious curve of sideburns that blended with his moustache.
Sura filled her cup and nodded affably to the man, but he pointedly
turned aside.

A little way upstream, the host
sat in pride of place at the head of the party. Ishigi Ieyesu was
thirty years old, and well used to being unthinkingly in control of
affairs. He had an expensive wife behind him, and a circle of
dedicated followers – all keen to be of great service to the clan’s
heir.

The man suddenly rapped his fan
upon the rock beside him, and silence fell. His wife passed a
brimming cup of sakē into his hand. Ishigi Ieyesu looked out across
the ocean toward the moon, seeking inspiration. Finally, he sipped
from the cup, then declaimed a poem in a loud, self-satisfied
voice.

 


“Cool autumn ocean.

Softly sigh the night-time
waves.

Footsteps in the sand…”

 


A swell of approval arose from
the nearby retainers. Men applauded, and Ishigi Ieyesu bowed. He
then set the cup carefully floating upon the little stream. It
drifted with the current, cutting through the reflection of the
golden moon. The next man downstream reached out and took hold of
the cup, bowing to his host.

The man was a priest from one
of the great shrines – dressed as a noble of the court, though he
had worn a ‘casual’ hat and robes for the evening’s gathering. He
pondered upon the ocean for a while, tapping at the cup, then
raised it to take a sip. He spoke in a sure, cultured accent, quite
certain of receiving praise.

 


“Cool, soft autumn
winds

Restless waves upon the
shore

My host? A seagull.”

 


The gathered guests clapped
their fans and nodded in approval. The nobleman allowed a woman to
refill the cup, then he set it adrift once more. The next guest
down the stream took hold of the cup and drank, then spoke a poem
of his own – quoting a section clipped out of an ancient
classic.

Further downstream, guests
spoke softly. Food was finally brought to the guests by quiet
maids. Several girls hurried over to the four Spirit Hunters, who
had no-one to serve them. Sura eagerly leaned over and inspected
all the trays, ignoring many dubious delicacies and instead eagerly
welcoming slivers of roast duck and a most excellent fried garfish.
She happily ate, enjoying her food with innocent pleasure,
delighting in the great shimmering moon above the waves.

The samurai across the stream
made yet another look of disgust. Sura leaned forward to show the
man the garfish, heartily recommending it. The samurai smoothed his
whiskers and leaned across to speak with the man next to him,
pointedly ignoring her.

Sura could have cared less. She
leaned over to a very surprised samurai to her right, passing him a
tray of delicacies that the man clearly coveted. He nodded to her
stiffly, unsure quite what to do. He took hold of the tray, bowing
thanks, flicking a glance at the moustachioed man across the
stream.

Quietly nibbling at a few
morsels of food, Chiri leaned in to speak softly with Kuno.

“Kuno san – this is somewhat
beyond my training. What if they expect me to recite? I have no
poem!”

“It is permitted to merely
drink and bow. But I doubt the cup will come to us.” Kuno carefully
watched the faces of the gathered guests. “I believe we are here
because Lord Ishigi’s son wishes to meet with us discretely later
on.”

Sura’s long ears had caught a
wisp of the conversation. She surfaced from her food, quite full of
joy.

“The cup won’t come to us? Sure
it will come to us!” She waved at the stream. “Stands to reason. A
sure process of hydraulics!”

The man over the stream made a
noise of disgust. He set his chopsticks aside with a bang.

“You are extraordinarily
forward, woman.”

The fox gave an airy wave. “I
am extraordinarily deserving!”

The man seized an empty soup
bowl and filled it with sakē. He placed it in the stream above Sura
and triumphantly set it afloat.

“Show us! Let us hear the
poetry of so deserving a spirit!”

The man had caused great
consternation and affront by jumping the cue. Much glowering
disapproval was cast his way, with Ishigi Ieyesu watching events
through narrowed eyes. The fox became the centre of attention,
drawing every ear and eye.

Sura could have cared less. She
plucked out the bowl, bowed to her host, then held the drink on
high.

“What style?”

The samurai glared. “My lord
Ishigi Ieyesu has set the tone. Haiku – and the sea.”

With huge confidence, Sura
tilted back the hefty bowl. In a single draft, she drained it dry.
The fox saluted the empty cup towards the waves.

 


“The boy stands
alone.

Brightly burning is the
deck!

All others have fled.”

 


A warrior further down the
stream laughed aloud, extremely pleased. Sura bowed happily to the
man. He bowed to her in reply, then raised a cup to the glowering
samurai.

“Funaji san! Did you expect to
get the better of a fox by letting her talk?”

The fox called back to the man
in joy.

“My deepest regret is that
talking cuts into my time to eat and drink!” She bowed generously
to the seething man across the stream. “You have given me a drink,
honoured samurai. Please allow me to return the favour!”

Sura filled the bowl and pushed
it out into the stream. Funaji stiffened, bristling with dislike.
But the samurai saw the cold eyes of his lord resting upon him.
Fuming, the man stiffly seized the floating bowl, bowed to Sura and
drank.

The music surged back into
life. Stilled conversations slowly resumed. Up at the top of the
stream, the official sakē cup was set back into motion. Poems were
carefully and clearly declaimed.

Kuno settled back. He had half
anticipated having to draw his sword. He met Daitanishi’s eye, and
the little rock bobbed in place of a shrug.

The party continued sedately.
Tonbo settled back with Kuno, seized another garfish, and kept
scanning carefully. Kuno joined him in watching the guests, trying
to gain a feel for the crowd.

“What do you think?”

“Mmmph.” Tonbo looked carefully
at the gardens, his eyes on every shadow.

“Good garfish.”

The party wore on for another
half an hour, with the shirabyōshi musicians finally coming
forth to dance and sing in the gleaming moonlight. People scattered
out into smaller groups, talking by the stream or eating and
drinking.

A young page
appeared and discretely murmured into Kuno’s ear. Kuno stood,
nodding to his companions. The Spirit Hunters quietly stood and
faded back into the shadows. They followed the young page back to
the edge of the garden, where a bower of trees closed in about the
stream.

A little teahouse had been placed
beneath the trees. It was guarded by two discrete, well-armed
samurai who stood watchfully in the shadows at a distance. The
young page bowed, and the Spirit Hunters made their way forward,
with Bifuuko and Daitanishi fanning quietly out to keep careful
watch from above.

Ishigi Ieyesu sat in the darkened
tea house, waiting for his guests. The lord’s ornate silver sword
fittings glittered in the gloom. His robes seemed to have been
purchased as a show of wealth instead of taste.

The Spirit Hunters all knelt and
bowed. Kuno spoke, acknowledging his host’s generosity.

“My lord Ishigi Ieyesu. We have
the great honour to be acquainted with your esteemed father. We are
grateful for your invitation.”

Ieyesu gave a cool, thoughtful
nod.

“He has mentioned you, Spirit
Hunter.”

“Ieyesu sama, I am Imperial
Deputy Asodo Kuno. May I present the priestess Kitsune Sura. The
shugenja Nezumi Chiri, and my colleague Tsunetomo Tonbo.”

Ishigi Ieyesu smoothed his
sleeves in place with a crack of his hand. He cast a cold eye over
his guests.

“It would seem my aim of a
discrete meeting has failed.”

Sura gave the man a genial
little bow, shaking her head.

“My lord – I must admit, your
plan was flawed.” She bowed again, and let her attempted levity
slide. “But it is a serious thing, for a lord to wish to see us,
unattended. How may the Spirit Hunters be of assistance?”

Sat in the shadows with hands
resting on his thighs, Ishigi Ieyesu was a grim, controlled man. He
seemed to have no spark of his father’s joy of life.

“My father has spoken of you
with high praise. I must now rely upon your integrity and
discretion.” The man gave a scowl. “I ask you on your honour that
what I reveal must not be passed to any other source. Please take
my assurance that what I reveal will in no way impose upon your
other oaths of duty.”

Kuno gave a stiff, military
bow.

“I understand, lord. We will
honour your desire for silence.”

Ishigi Ieyesu contemplated a
distasteful reality. He turned to glare off towards the sea.

“Once, the Ishigi clan were
mighty. Long ago, when the imperial family were warriors, we were a
branch of the imperial house. An off-shoot, allowed to grow on our
own. But centuries of wars and troubles changed our fortunes. We
dwindled…”

The heir to the Ishigi clan
clenched his hands.

“We are a minor clan –
belittled by the powerful houses, unable to compete in trade and
battle. But we still have place and honour. Many of the most sacred
sites and treasures of the empire were placed under our
guardianship long ago. While we have them in our care, we still
have prestige.”

The man tapped his fan against
his thigh, and glowered out into the night.

“There are three sacred
treasures used to crown a new emperor. ‘Grass-cutter’, the sword of
the first emperor. A necklace of beads worn by the great Kami – and
a mirror in which the reflected image of the sun goddess is forever
captured. All three must be present at a coronation, for they show
the approval of the gods for the new emperor.

“The sacred mirror is kept in
the Otoyama shrine a few ri to the north. It is well guarded
by my own men. To my shame, this has been to no avail. The sacred
mirror of the gods has been stolen.”

The man hunched his
shoulders.

“Two nights ago, two huge,
one-eyed, shape shifting monsters infiltrated the shrine. They were
apparently able to take the form of the guards and monks, killing
them and somehow wearing their skins. We could not have prepared
for such creatures. They were even immune to spirit wards.”

Sura lifted her head, extremely
interested. The fox nodded, seeing it all in her mind’s eye.

“Mamono. The ‘Stealers
of Skins’. They are not spirits. They would have ignored your
spirit wards.” She swirled her tail. “They attacked at night?”

Ishigi Ieyesu gave a terse,
sharp nod.

“Yes.”

“Full sunlight burns them when
they are uncovered.” Sura scratched her chin, pondering the news
carefully. “They are very rare and very careful. You have powerful
enemies, Ieyesu Sama.”

“Yes, reibai.” Ishigi Ieyesu’s
fan creaked in his grasp. “This theft dooms our clan. Were it to
become known, I would be forced to commit seppuku with my father in
shame. My family would be stripped of all its honours. The Ishigi
would be at an end.”

There was a moment’s silence.
Ishigi Ieyesu finally turned to point inland.

“The tracks left by these
creatures led to a Buddhist monastery in the Nishigo hills. We have
secured the area as best we can. But we cannot publicly search the
monastery, or else rumour of our shame would be known. We need
someone experienced in such matters to subtly and carefully search
for the monsters, and to return the mirror.

“Thus far, the theft is secret.
A decoy mirror has been placed at the temple. But in ten days’
time, there will be a ceremony in which the mirror is to be given
new wrappings. At that time, the theft will be public
knowledge.”

Ishigi Ieyesu gave a reluctant
bow.

“My father holds your abilities
in high regard. Spirit Hunters, for my father’s sake, I request
that you retrieve the mirror of the Sun Goddess.”

Kuno was deeply moved to be
entrusted with so vital a mission. He bowed low, in great
sincerity.

“Ieyesu Sama, we are honoured
that you should trust us with the future of your clan. We are not
worthy.”

Sura thought about it, and
disagreed. “Oh yes we are!”

The lord grunted, and continued
looking out through the darkened garden.

“Ask any reward, and it shall
be yours.”

Kuno raised a hand. “We are
sensible of the great compliment you pay us, my lord. The honour of
fulfilling your expectations will be glory enough.”

Sura innocently tapped at her
chin.

“But a hundred gold koku, cash
in advance, will add a great lustre to the glory.”

 


 


Sometime later, the Spirit
Hunters walked thoughtfully back down the castle hill.

The streets of the town were
still lit by bright lanterns, but the revellers had largely gone.
Festivities had died away, there were no longer diners and singers
in the streets, but the inns were still busy, and much drinking was
underway. Sura ignored it all, walking head down with her tail
swishing in thought.

Daitanishi floated along at her
shoulder, mirroring the fox’s expression.

The fox hefted a packet of
heavy gold coins that had been wrapped in a cotton towel,
suspicions turning over in her mind. Tonbo and Chiri wore faces
wrought with deep concern. For his part, Kuno was also frowning –
his mind still shocked and impressed at the importance of their
mission.

They reached the main street. A
few drunks were wandering off towards their homes: a girl giggled
in a house nearby. Chiri scuttled aside and away from a pair of men
laughing and holding onto one another for support. She hastened to
keep pace with her friends.

The rat shook her head. The
mission was an unexpected burden that weighed heavily on her
spirit.

“This is a very dire
responsibility.”

Kuno could only agree. “I am
stunned that the Ishigi should entrust non clan members with such a
secret.”

Sura’s tail curled thoughtfully
behind her.

“Yes. It sets me thinking,
too.” She flicked an eye to her left. “Tonbo?”

Tonbo grunted – clearly in
agreement with her mood. Kuno looked over at the fox in shock.

“What do you imply, Sura
san?”

“I imply that Lord Ishigi’s son
does nothing whatsoever without a reason…” Sura jogged the packet
of money up and down. “Or in other words – payment up front.”

Kuno was still mortified with
Sura’s behaviour in front of the lord. He felt quite incensed.

“I cannot believe you had the
effrontery to ask for a hundred koku!”

“I can’t believe I was too dumb
to push him for two…” The fox gave a sigh. “Ah well, we can use it.
Keeping you and Tonbo in armour lacings is costing us a fortune.
And these outfits aren’t cheap!”

The road came to a little rise.
In one direction, the ocean shimmered and glittered in the
moonlight. But in the other direction, great forested hills rose
black against the stars. The Spirit Hunters stopped and stared off
towards the hills.

The monastery was perhaps six
ri away, up the hills and high in the forest. Sura planted one fist
upon her hip and gazed at the hills, brows creasing in thought.

“Why? Why would the mirror be
stolen now? The damned thing has sat at Lake Mountain shrine
for centuries!”

Kuno nodded, keeping one hand
upon his sword.

“Someone intends the Ishigi
clan harm…”

Sura made a quiet, thoughtful
noise.

“Something reeks like my
auntie’s sashimi. We are not being told the entire tale…”

They all looked up at the
hills, picturing the monastery.

Sura finally gave a nod.

“Right… well, we have a couple
of good outfitters here. There’s some good resources. Porters,
couriers, weavers…” The fox’s tail tip flicked and jittered as she
amassed ideas. “Yes…”

Scratching slowly at his chin,
Tonbo frowned with eyes still on the hills.

“A monastery… We will have to
infiltrate it without alarming the monsters, without triggering the
suspicion of the monks…”

Chiri nodded, gently stroking
Bifuuko. “I can hide as a rat in the rafters. This will allow me to
spy.”

Sura gleefully rubbed her hands
together.

“Someone should enter as an
aspirant monk! Oooh, and someone should be someone special! Say, a
noblewoman on an all expenses tour to meditate and renew her
spiritual mind!”

Tonbo looked over at the
fox.

“Someone red-haired?”

“Exactly!” Sura slapped the man
between the shoulder blades. “I’ll be the rich bitch, you can be
the monk!”

Kuno drew himself up and gave a
nod.

“I shall go as your
escort.”

Sura clapped her hands. “Then
that’s the plan? Yes? Great!” She turned back towards the village
inn. “We have ten days. Let’s get on the road first thing after
dawn.”

The Spirit Hunters headed
toward their inn, where a cup of tea and warm beds awaited them.
They walked a dozen paces in peace and quiet, before Tonbo held out
his hand towards Sura.

The fox flattened her ears.

“I don’t know why you don’t
think I can be trusted with all our money!”

Tonbo gave a nod.

“That is why I keep it.”

Having already palmed two coins
as a reserve for a rainy day, Sura passed the heavy pack of coins
over to Tonbo, stuck her hands into her sleeves and padded onwards,
her mind still turning over the problems ahead.

The street behind them held
only a few wandering revellers. But from a side alley behind a row
of sakē booths, shadows emerged out of the dark.

The Ishigi samurai, Funaji,
coldly watched the Spirit Hunters disappear into their inn. The man
glared and stroked slowly at his moustache and side whiskers.

Two other Ishigi samurai
accompanied him. Men from the moon-viewing party, they were still
dressed in their party finery.

The three men quietly
conferred, spared the inn a final glance of pure, deadly hostility,
then withdrew into the shadows.
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Chapter
3

Hills climbed atop one another,
rising to lofty views towards the sea. A forest filled with autumn
colours covered the hillsides, whispering softly in the breeze.
Streams splashed down through rocky beds, hissing in pure white,
misty waterfalls before passing under rough log bridges, winding
away towards the valley floor.

A substantial monastery sat in
a narrow gap between two hills. A waterfall spilled from the
heights just behind, sending a rainbow glittering in the afternoon
sunlight. A substantial village was just half a ri away down the
road  a place made wealthy by famous plum
orchards and a nearby copper mine.

The monastery was large and
peacefully beautiful. The old buildings were surrounded by a
substantial wall – clearly made for seclusion rather than
defence.

Two hired porters bore a
lacquered wood palanquin borrowed from the Ishigi castle. Inside,
Kitsune Sura rode in state toward the monastery. She wore her
beautiful kimono from the previous night’s party. A black wig
disguised her fox ears and hair, and makeup concealed the foxy
colouring of her face. Her tail was tucked down inside her robes.
She kept the window blinds well raised.

Kuno strode beside the
palanquin as it bobbed along uphill. He wore full armour and
carried Sura’s spear. Behind came Tonbo – dressed as an itinerant
Buddhist monk. His head had been roughly shaved, and he wore a
headband that had clearly seen much better days. He carried his
tetsubo rolled up in a length of grass matting, and his pack held
his carefully packed and folded armour. Behind him came two more
hired porters with a box-load of luggage between them on as long
bamboo pole. The procession trudged purposefully on towards the
monastery gates.

A force of Ishigi samurai
blocked the road near the wall. Guard posts ringed the monastery –
all staffed by alert, armoured men. Painted boards hanging from the
trees warned of a quarantine against disease. The guard commander
came forth and signed for the palanquin to halt. He strode forward,
hand upon his sword hilt, to give a stiff, military bow. Kuno
showed the man a pass signed by Ishigi Ieyesu himself. The officer
read the paper thoroughly then bowed again, making way to let the
small procession pass.

The gates swung open. Two men
came out into the open road – a tall, thin prior in fine robes, and
a monk wearing an outsized string of rosary beads. The two men kept
their distance from the newcomers. Watched carefully by the Ishigi
samurai, the monks bowed. Kuno moved forward and bowed gravely in
return.

“Honoured monks. I have the
privilege of escorting the Lady Utone Hanako, wife of General Utone
Matanabe, and the only daughter of Lord Toshiba. She has come here
to fulfil a sacred vow.”

Sura remained a regal,
mysterious, shadowy figure inside the palanquin. But hints of her
elegant outline could just be glimpsed through the slatted
curtains. The prior edged to one side, interested and intrigued. He
preened his robes into a straighter fall, smoothing at his narrow
black moustache. He signalled to the monk, who came closer and
knelt in the road, keeping his mouth and nose covered with his
sleeve.

The monk gave a gruff nod of
his head.

“Lady Utone. I am monk Musashi.
I speak for the prior.” The man planted himself like a rock in
their path. “Forgive me, but the time is not auspicious for
upholding vows. Lord Ishigi’s men surround the monastery. A visitor
who left our monastery has been diagnosed with plague. A quarantine
order has been issued: no one may leave our walls.”

Sura’s voice drifted from the
depths of the palanquin – elegant and intelligent. She spoke calmly
but firmly.

“Forgive me, honoured monk, but
I fail to see that these events impinge upon my vows.”

“Lady. Clearly visitors to the
monastery may not leave once they enter.”

Sura’s voice was gracious, yet
utterly firm.

“My vow was to enter your
monastery for prayer and purification, honoured monk. I see no
barrier to entering.”

The monk held his bow.

“Forgive me, but there is a
risk of infection.”

“Merciful Buddha will be my
protection. It is my duty to ensure that my vow is upheld.”

The monk bowed to the decision
and stood to move out of the road and allow them to pass.

Kuno knelt beside the palanquin
and opened the door, bowing to Sura as she stepped elegantly
forth.

Sura made a magnificent
spectacle as she walked towards the monastery. Her kimono gleamed,
and a white over-robe trailed elegantly behind her. She carried a
Buddhist rosary in one hand. Foxy colouration hidden beneath
makeup, she kept a gauze veil trailing from her straw travel hat to
conceal her startling leaf-green eyes.

Sura’s robes fitted tightly to
her curves. The prior seemed quite appreciative and cruised forward
to greet her with a silken bow.

“Lady Utone. I am the prior.”
He gestured genially to Tonbo and Kuno.

“Will your men also be entering our grounds?”

Tonbo and Kuno bowed assent.
The porters and palanquin bearers were already moving back and away
downhill as swiftly as their feet could carry them. Sura gave an
idle wave towards her baggage, and a trio of monks came forward
from the monastery to take her bags. She made an elegant gesture
towards Kuno.

“My escort will require
quarters during my stay. He will join the monks in their worship,
if that is permitted.”

“Yes, lady.” The prior beamed,
then looked over to Tonbo. “And this man?”

Sura made a noise as if she
were disappointed with the iniquities of the world.

“A chance companion of the
road. This man is a penitent monk. He has been sorely tempted by
the luxuries of secular life, and needs re-schooling.”

“Ah! We know how to deal with
backsliders!” The prior puffed out his chest, and pointed at Tonbo
with his walking staff. “We shall deal with you promptly!”

Tonbo bowed. He seemed to be
taking the threat with great calm and self-satisfaction. The prior
nodded to one and all, cast a glance at the cordon of Ishigi
samurai, then moved on into the courtyard. He strode off towards
the main buildings, robes sweeping heroically in his wake.

The monk with the outsized
rosary remained at Sura’s side. He bowed to her as he spoke.

“This humble monk dares to ask
– does your ladyship wish our most exclusive guest quarters during
her spiritual rejuvenation? Our highest ranking service?”

Sura strutted forward.

“Absolutely, honoured monk.
Nothing but the ultimate service that your monastery can
offer!”

“It shall be as you
request.”

Sura looked back and
clandestinely poked out her tongue at Tonbo as she passed. He
merely returned a look of strangely placid satisfaction.

Picking up her hems, Sura
walked grandly off in the company of the monk, followed by a line
of men carrying her baggage. Kuno and Tonbo took a last look along
the line of the walls then strode on through the waiting gates.

The heavy gates closed behind
them. Out in the forest, the Ishigi samurai resumed their tireless
watch.

 


 


Two dozen monks sat in a great,
wide hall, chanting before a Buddha image carved from rich red
wood. Behind the monks, a pair of acolytes – students still with
their heads unshaved – chanted along with the others. The acolytes
cast a swift glance towards the newcomers as Kuno, Tonbo and Sura
passed by, and wrinkled their noses in disdain.

Sura and Kuno were guided on towards the
guest quarters. But the monk with rosary beads led Tonbo aside. He
took him quietly off through a garden filled with hibiscus
flowers.

The monk waved one hand genially out towards
the gardens.

“Brother. You have chosen well.
This is the perfect place in which to free yourself of a passion
for the outer world.” The man ambled along, full of peace and
genial calm. “As you know, our sect is that of the inner way – the
sect of self-realisation. Outside instruction is worthless to you.
No man must be pushed beyond their current circle of enlightenment
– the transition comes when we are ready. So here, we eat as we
would in the outside world. We drink, we enjoy fellowship. When you
feel the need for more contemplative surroundings, we will respect
that need and you will be able to act as your inner voice
directs.”

The monk bowed the way forward
into a hallway floored with tatami mats. He indicated comfortable
cushions. A tea kettle was already on the hearth, and sakē bottles
were being warmed in pots of hot water. The monk gestured for Tonbo
to sit and take his ease.

“Please brother – join us in
our evening meal.”

Tonbo looked the room over, and
gladly settled himself down.

“I thank you, brother. My
journey has been long.”

Tonbo sat down in comfort,
setting his baggage at his side. Sakē was poured out – warm and
welcome after an afternoon spent in the brisk autumn air. The big
samurai settled back in satisfaction, and cast an amused eye off
towards the guest house buildings just beyond.

 


 


Moving with a straight-backed,
regal grace, Kitsune Sura walked with the monastery’s prior to the
most exclusive wing of the guest quarters. An underling showed Kuno
to his own quarters on the lower floor, while Sura was taken
upstairs by the bowing, smiling prior and a rather unctuous little
assistant.

They entered a long, bare
corridor that was immaculately clean. An elder monk came hastening
down the corridor and murmured briefly in the prior’s ear. The
prior nodded, beamed, and sent the man off on his way. He inclined
his head to Sura with a gracious bow.

“Great lady. Your quarters are
prepared.”

The assistant moved forward,
knelt in the corridor and opened a sliding door. He bowed silkily,
waiting for Sura to enter the room.

As she moved past the prior,
Sura had the distinct impression that he was admiring her rear. She
frowned – then brought herself to a bewildered halt as she stood in
the middle of the guest room.

The room was cold, scrubbed
painfully clean, and utterly bare. There were no mats upon the
floor – it was bare, hard wood, and horribly cold. A hard grass mat
served as a bed, with a single austere quilt. The only decoration
in the room was a single sprig of wildflower in a plain vase,
sitting beside the open window.

The prior was immensely
pleased. He opened up his arms as if to embrace the sheer
austerity.

“As per your orders, we have
provided the highest level of spiritual minimalism we can achieve.”
The man suavely bowed. “For your spiritual enrichment, we
have made certain there are no distractions. Since you need all
your concentration, your diet has been carefully designed to be
devoid of distracting flavours. The bed is hard enough to ensure
that your nights can be spent in contemplation rather than wasteful
slumber.”

Sura felt a terrible surge of
panic. “What?”

The prior put a hand against
his heart. “We salute your deep enlightenment, great lady! Few of
us would ever, ever elect to reach so high!”

Sura turned to stare at the
room. Behind her, the prior took a detailed inventory of her
figure, particularly approving of her backside. Feeling something
of his scrutiny, Sura turned.

She tugged her clothing
straight.

“I have the freedom of the
monastery?”

“You are free to move as you
like, my lady. There are gardens, shrines. The bath house is to the
left. To the right, the monks’ quarters…” The man gave a sly,
insinuating glance. “Although my own quarters are below…”

Sura shot the man a look of
sheer dislike and moved to stand further away.

“And is dinner soon?”

“It is already here, my lady!”
A scrawny young monk had arrived. He entered bearing a tray holding
two very, very small bowls, chopsticks, and a flask of water.
“Steamed millet and spring water – sour garden greens.” The prior
saw her distress. He gave Sura a smooth, sly bow. “I shall be
enjoying a fuller, private repast below.”

The prior departed and the door
slid shut behind him. Finally free from observation, Sura flitted
forward and checked the door, making certain that the prior and his
assistant had definitely gone. She checked the adjoining walls for
peep holes, spy holes and secret hatchways, and found nothing. Sura
finally sat herself down on the miserable bed, and scratched
vigorously beneath her sweaty wig.

Chiri emerged tentatively from
Sura’s right sleeve in her rat form, all white and pink and
beautiful. Daitanishi and Bifuuko hopped out onto the floor and
shook themselves, then immediately began peering about the little
room.

Chiri sat up on her haunches
and thoughtfully combed her whiskers.

“Oh! The décor is
disappointing.”

Sura whispered to the rat,
fluffing out her robes in annoyance. “That prior was checking out
my arse!”

“Did you not deliberately
choose our robes to draw attention to those features? Tonbo seemed
to approve.”

“Yeah, but I want him to
approve! This other guy is supposed to be a monk!”

Sura reached over and dragged the
dinner tray over to her side. She uncovered the main bowl, and
found it contained a handful of plain, boiled millet. It smelled
like a dirty sock that had been left lying in the rain. Sura shoved
the bowl away.

“Ugh!”

Chiri twittered over and peered into
the bowl. “I will eat it. I rather like millet.”

The fox made a face. “Be my guest…”

The fox sighed and hauled herself back
to her feet. She walked over to the window, and looked down into
the courtyard just below.

A wide hall just opposite the guest
house served as the dining hall for the monks. It was a fine autumn
evening, so many of the laughing, chatting monks were sitting out
on the porch, eating and drinking. To Sura’s astonishment, they
were stuffing themselves with purple rice and endame beans, hot
togan gourd soup and great piles of savoury mushrooms and tofu
drizzled in amber sauce. There was home-made plum wine with every
course, and a fig salad for dessert. Sura made a little noise of
despair and plastered her face against the wooden window bars.

Tonbo was sitting out on the porch,
chatting with monks and stuffing himself.

Someone brought a large tray of noodle
bowls and dumplings. Tonbo helped himself to a bowl – his second –
and gave a sigh.

He looked up and saw Sura peering down
at him in distress. Tonbo raised his cup of plum wine to her in
salute, and patted at his belly.

Sura glowered at the man, seething with
schemes.

“I’ll get you for this, you bald git!”
The fox whirled away and paced back and forth in irritation. “He
knew! He knew this would happen!”

Chiri gave a nod, brushing bits of
millet from her whiskers.

“Yes, he does seem to be revelling in
the joke.” The little white rat looked over at the window. “Where
is Kuno?”

“Looks like he’s getting a deluxe dinner
all of his own.” Sura sat herself down and went into a sulk.
“Great.”

There was nothing for it but to get on
with the job. Sura peeked into the bowl of cold greens. There were
a few slices of plain, raw gourd, and what might have been
dandelion. She made a face and ate the slivers of gourd, then
poured out some water and held the cup for Chiri so the little rat
could drink.

They both went carefully to the window
together and peered down into the courtyard. The monastery seemed
to hold perhaps fifty monks and acolytes – young and old, short and
tall. They all seemed to be eating – all speaking or acting with
perfect normality. Chiri and Sura kept well back in the shadows and
looked thoughtfully out over the crowd.

Chiri gave a little scowl.

“So. One, and possibly two of these
people are monsters in disguise.”

“Ieyesu has this place sealed off
pretty good. The ‘plague’ idea is a good cover.” Sura moved to look
out over the rooves, checking for paths and exits. “The mamono will
be looking for an escape route.”

“Any monks who look as though they seek
escape are our likely culprits, then.”

“Night-time is when they’ll try to
leave. We just have to keep watch…. Unless we can discover their
identities first.” She looked at Chiri, then reached out to groom
her fur. “Wait – you have a little millet on your whiskers.”

Sura and Bifuuko fussed about setting
the little rat to rights. Daitanishi kept watch on the corridor,
scowling through a tiny crack in the door.

The rat shook out her fur and sat up on
Sura’s thigh.

“Finding their identities… How do we
expose them?”

The fox gave a shrug. “We slit their
stolen skins and expose them to sunlight.”

“I do not think that cutting strips
from the monks will make us popular.”

“Well, if we can inspect them naked, it
would help.” Sura frowned towards the window. “There will be
incision marks from where the stolen skins were removed – possibly
wound marks if the old wearer was violently killed.” The fox tapped
her finger together. “Maybe if we saw them in the baths…?”

The rat blushed. “Oh dear! Fortunately,
we may leave such tasks to Tonbo san and Kuno san.”

Sura sighed. She knelt down, smoothing
out her robes and assuming the formal position for meditation and
breathing – the mokuzo. She placed her hands together in a
formal mundra, making a shape with her fingertips. She kept
her voice in a whisper.

“Right! You guys can take a look
around. I’ll keep up the cover here for a few hours in case they
check in – or in case that damned prior is spying on me.” Sura
breathed carefully in and out. “Here we go – a picture of peace and
quiet.”

Chiri bobbed. She was about to leave,
but wavered, ran back and looked at Sura. She made to say something
– stopped, then stepped a little closer.

“Sura san! Your mundra…” The rat
was a little pained. “When you take mokuzo – I see you form
your hands into a little yin-yang.” The rat waved a paw at Sura’s
resting hands. “Buddhists do not do this.”

“What?” The fox frowned down at her
hands. “Well what do they do?”

“They  ah –
it can be more just making your hands into a circle…” The rat ran
up and tried to adjust Sura’s fingertips. “Here – right hand’s
fingers flat across the left. Now raise the last two joints of both
index fingers to the vertical to meet your thumbs – making two
circles.”

The fox complied, but was not
happy.

“I am not comfortable.”

“But you look very Buddhist.” The fox
still had a weird quintessential verve about her that a disguise
never quite seemed to hide. “Well – to an extent.”

The roof beams led to the gutters, and
the gutters gave access to the entire monastery. Chiri pattered
over to the wall and climbed straight up a pillar and onto the
beams. Bifuuko and Daitanishi whirred to accompany her. The little
rat peered down at Sura from high above, whiskers glimmering in the
gloom.

“I shall scout the buildings for clues.
Good hunting, Sura san!”

“OK. Good hunting!”

The rat and her elementals disappeared
into the roof. Sura gave a sigh and sat down upon her futon. The
thing was so hard it almost bruised her bottom.

Outside in the courtyard, the sounds of
clinking cups and bowls went on and on. Much laughter accompanied
the wine. Sura took another look at her bowl of greens, tried to
shift her backside to a more comfortable position, then sent dire
thoughts winging in Tonbo’s direction.

“I am going to give Tonbo such a pinch
when I get us out of here!”

A floorboard creaked out in the
corridor.

Sura lit a lantern and settled herself
down to meditate – making quite certain that her back was against a
sturdy wall. She composed herself into the very picture of
rectitude – back straight, eyes shut and breathing slow, pretending
to meditate upon whatever whacky things Buddhists mused upon to
pass their time.

Her fox ears listened out into the
world around her.

There was a slight sound of movement
outside her room: somebody stood out in the hall, silent and
unmoving. Sura remained in supposed meditation, trying to look as
cool and pious as she could.

After long minutes, the floorboards
outside in the corridor creaked again. There was a sense of someone
moving away – heading slowly off towards the stairs.

Sura rose, and on utterly silent feet,
crossed to her door. She took a knife from her sleeve and slid it
between the sliding door and its frame, twisting just a little –
stealthily opening up a wider crack so that she could see off along
the corridor.

The prior’s assistant stood at the far
end near the stairs, staring at nothing. Finally, he stirred and
walked back down the stairs.

Sura watched the man depart. She
settled her hidden weapons, set her uncomfortable wig on straight,
and decided to keep up her cover while the others went about their
work.

 


 


As night fell, the Ishigi troops out in the
forest set watchfires ablaze. They kept a tight, torch-lit guard
upon the monastery. A few passing pilgrims had been turned away and
sent down to the village. The woods lay quiet. At the nearby
village, lanterns blazed as travellers and miners enjoyed the bath
house and inns.

Over at the monastery, the great bell boomed
out the hours. The moon sent long streaks of light glittering
through the tree tops. But the space beneath the trees remained a
void of deep shadow.

The night slowly passed. Inside the
monastery, Kuno sat in the main shrine in quiet meditation. The
prior, the bead-carrying monk and several other senior monks knelt
in a row before the Buddha statue. They were all locked in silent
meditation, never shifting from place.

From his position at the back of the hall,
Kuno could see the entire meditation hall through slitted eyes. He
could also see out into the main courtyard and the buildings
beyond. Seated formally, sword at his side and his body still and
serene, he kept a quiet watch as the old bell tolled.

In the monastery kitchens, Tonbo worked to
help the cooks. He stood by the kitchen doors, splitting logs with
a hefty axe – cleaving the logs with single, measured blows. He
stacked the kindling carefully – making sure the kitchen was always
in sight through the corner of his eye.

Two monks were at work in the kitchens. A
pair of acolytes were washing dinner dishes over at a wooden tub.
Tonbo had seen the men when he first arrived, sitting at the back
of the meditation hall. Both had a watchful, arrogant air about
them – quite definitely conspiratorial. The two men kept a
clandestine eye upon Tonbo, making sure to look away whenever he
walked into the room.

The cooks
sat back with their work done. They had sakē bottles warming up in
a pot of water over the fire. The two men waved to Tonbo, beckoning
him over, digging some cups out from a shelf nearby. Tonbo gave a
nod and wandered over to join them, hoisting a cup in gratitude.

The two acolytes took that moment to slip
away into the yard – fading out of the kitchens as quiet as mice.
Tonbo knocked back his sakē, nodded to the two cooks, and walked
quietly off back to the yard.

In the
shadows at the far side of the courtyard, the acolytes were
whispering to one another. Tonbo stayed back out of sight, emerging
from cover only when the two men walked on.

Huge and silent, he moved from shadow to
shadow, carefully keeping his targets in sight.

 


 


There were other, more private places in the
complex. The abbot had private chambers, with his own rooms for
study, meals and contemplation. A group of very senior monks had
filed into the building after the evening meal, and were now deep
in discussion in one of the upper rooms. Chiri, Bifuuko and
Daitanishi crept through the dark spaces of the ceilings and walls,
peering through chinks in the woodwork, keeping everything under
their watchful eyes. But the abbot and his men were all sitting
together in a group, discussing Buddhist scriptures. None seemed to
be acting strangely. None were carrying any strange, hidden
packages.

It was still a long time until midnight.
Chiri settled down to keep watch. Bifuuko clambered out through a
gap in the gutter, whirring up to take position on a rooftop above.
Daitanishi moved to peer down into another room, but found nothing
to interest him. He came drifting back and nestled beside Chiri,
keeping her company in the gloom.

The monks were clearly debating something of
great intensity and interest. Books were brought forth and scrolls
unrolled. Chiri watched it all unfold below, and gave a little
sigh.

It was clearly going to be a long, long
night.

 


 


As the last boom of the hour bell struck,
Sura finalised her latest craft project in her little room. She had
stuffed her robes with rolled up mats and set her wig on top,
making a fair likeness of a woman seated in meditation. With the
lamp wick trimmed down to the merest tiny flicker in a far corner
of the room, the effect was perfect. Sura chuckled to herself and
rubbed her hands together. She stepped back and changed into her
fox form, then trotted to the far side of the room.

Sura had carefully cut a slit into a shoji
screen at the end of her room. She slipped through and out into the
storage room beyond, nosing her way out through piles of stacked
matting and old quilts.

The little room was pitch black – but it had
a badly repaired door that led to the balcony encircling the upper
floor. Sura cut an escape hatch out onto the balcony and peered
through the paper flap with one careful green eye. Seeing the
balcony utterly deserted she moved quietly out into the night.

The monastery spread out all around. There
were small noises here and there as people stirred on quiet
business. Sura padded along on soft feet, tail swinging behind. She
made her way along the balcony to a small tree that stretched its
branches over to the rails.

The fox jumped silkily into the boughs.
Slipping silently down the tree, she crept out into the courtyard
below.

The fox lay down amongst the tree roots,
invisible in the darkness. Crafty green eyes scanned the guest
house, searching for the slightest flicker of movement.

Some minutes later, a door slid open,
spilling lantern light into the yard. The prior’s assistant came
out of a room, then turned about, set down his light, and shut the
door. Once certain the door was sealed, he turned to stare off into
the night.

The man stood in thought. Finally, he picked
up his lantern and moved slowly onwards, heading towards the rear
buildings of the monastery. He took a last look up at the guest
house, where the silhouette of Sura’s dummy could clearly be
seen.

The man turned and walked on.

Sura let him pass, then slipped out of
hiding and flowed from shadow to shadow, keeping him carefully in
sight.

As she followed the man out into the
grounds, Kitsune Sura glowed with pleasure at her own stealth. The
prey was in sight, the prey was unaware, and the fox was on the
job!
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Chapter
4

Dawn crept across the hills with
painful slowness. The early morning had a horrible chill. Freezing
dew covered the forest, grass and monastery tiles. Eaves slowly
dripped as water lazily formed into runnels here and there,
trickling down onto the ground.

A cockerel crowed off in the
distance. The creature managed a single cry in the cold, then
shuffled back into the chicken coop to catch some extra sleep.

Still in rat form, Chiri made
her way into the gardens, slipping carefully between tall stems of
dripping grass. Daitanishi floated along behind her. Bifuuko rested
on Chiri’s back, apparently asleep. The rat made her way along a
bamboo fence, pattering quietly along until she came to Kuno’s
side.

Kuno sat in quiet meditation.
Sword was at his side, and hands in his lap, he pretended to be
entirely engrossed upon his devotions.

The opposite side of the fence
lined the courtyard by the meditation hall. Hidden from the others,
Sura sat in grumpy meditation. Her back hurt, her bottom was numb,
and her stomach growled. She was grainy-eyed from a long, fruitless
night of snooping, peeking and watching.

Chiri settled into cover beside
Kuno. The samurai spoke in a murmur – so softly only Sura and Chiri
would hear.

“Friends – good morning.”

Sura gave a sigh.

“Kuno. Chiri…” She gave a
little frown. “Where’s Tonbo?”

The man himself approached from
the kitchens, smiling benevolently. Tonbo carried a lacquered tray
that held a small covered bowl, a cup of steaming hot liquid, and a
little vase with a tasteful spray of flowers. Tonbo held out the
tray to Sura and gave a rich, grinning bow.

“Great sage! Noble lady! Here
is your morning repast.”

Tonbo knelt and set the tray at
Sura’s side. The fox glowered, then removed the cover from the
single bowl.

The bowl held a pair of raw
carrots, lying on a few strands of tastefully shredded cabbage.
Sura was treated to one of Tonbo’s best, repressed grins.

She took up a carrot and
glowered daggers at the man.

“You’re despicable!”

Sura reached out for the cup
and took a sip. She instantly pushed the cup away.

“This isn’t even tea! It’s just
water!”

“So as not to distract you,
great lady.” Tonbo assumed a lofty air. “Sages at your high level
of enlightenment have very minimal needs.”

The fox gave the man a dire,
smouldering glare.

“I have no words for the
feelings I am experiencing towards you. I can only express it in
the form of interpretive dance.” She pushed the tray aside. “Could
you bring me a pair of hammers?”

There was no sign of any
observation from the monks. Tonbo knelt as though receiving
instruction from Sura. He spoke quietly through the fence to Kuno
and Chiri.

“I kept watch over the lower
monks at night. Only two men left the main building. Both
apprentices like myself. I followed them.”

Chiri peeked her nose through
the fence.

“They did not try to escape the
monastery?”

Tonbo gave a subtle shake of
his head. “No. They merely went to the old woodshed.”

“In the middle of the night?
What were they doing in there?”

Sura sucked at a fang. “Looking
at old wood?” She shrugged. “Maybe they’re just gay?”

The fox gave a sigh.

“Right – well I followed the
assistant prior. A total waste of time. All he did was check the
locks on the granary doors and walk the rounds. Then he managed to
head out to the latrines at least three times. The man just never
seems to sleep!” Sura would have rubbed at her eyes, but she
remembered her makeup. The damned stuff took half an hour to put
on. “I couldn’t see any sign of the mirror.”

The fox cocked an ear at the
fence behind her. “Kuno?”

On Kuno’s side of the fence,
the gardens were still and empty. Fields of autumn vegetables grew
peacefully row by row. The samurai made quietly certain that they
were unobserved.

“I regret to say that I have
also had no success. I kept the prior and the main body of monks
under observation. They performed no suspicious actions. When they
retired to sleep, Bifuuko watched over the hall. No man
stirred.”

Chiri whispered quietly through
the fence.

“The abbot and the senior men
likewise seem perfectly normal. No one left the abbot’s hall once
lights were out.”

Sura sighed. She was forced to
drink her hot water, hating it. The fox made a face.

“The mamono might be being
patient. They have no need to move for a few more days.” She
frowned in thought. “There are too many monks to watch! We need to
eliminate names from our list of suspects!”

On his side of the fence, Kuno
makes a noise of annoyance.

“Sura san  I did as you asked. I remained long in the baths in
order to inspect incoming brothers.”

“And?”

“I received two very colourful
invitations. I believe I shall not enter the baths again.”

There was movement at the edge
of the garden. The prior’s assistant entered through a little gate
and walked along the path towards Kuno. The man was apparently
making an inspection of the fields, assuring himself of which crops
needed attention. Chiri swiftly hid beneath fallen autumn leaves.
Daitanishi and Bifuuko both plunged in beside her, helping to cover
her tail.

Sura whispered urgently through
the fence.

“Kuno! Try to cut his
skin!”

Kuno looked rather aghast.

“What?”

“Go!”

Kuno rose, threading his sword
through his belt and artfully draping the sheath-cords. He palmed
the little flat kozuka knife that was attached to his sword hilt.
Kuno walked back along the path towards the main buildings. He
bowed to the prior’s assistant, then quietly walked past.

The monk bent to examine a row
of daikon radishes. Kuno took his chance and slapped the man on the
back of his neck, inflicting a little cut from the knife. The cut
was most definitely exposed to sunlight. The monk jerked and
clapped a hand to his neck, making a squawk of pain and alarm. He
looked at Kuno in accusation.

Kuno blushed, bowing in profuse
apology.

“Please excuse me,
brother!”

The prior’s assistant was quite
outraged. “Samurai! What is the meaning…?”

Kuno bowed again, pointing off
across the rows of vegetables. “Forgive me. It was a wasp.” Kuno
held his bow. “My deepest apologies. I was too slow to save
you.”

The little monk dabbed at his
neck – there was blood on his fingers. He glared at Kuno.

“Samurai! You must know that we
abhor the taking of any life – even that of an insect! The wheel of
karmic rebirth means all men must be compassionate!” He mopped
again at the cut. “I am bleeding! How big was this wasp?”

Kuno was deeply embarrassed.
Untruth did not come easily to him. “Impressively large, brother.”
Kuno shot an annoyed glance over towards Sura’s patch of fence.
“Like most annoying creatures, it was noisy and red.”

The assistant prior gave Kuno a
last look of disapproval, then went off about his business. Kuno
walked back to his place by the fence and sat back down.

On the far side of the fence,
Tonbo pondered.

“Sura san. Would a mamono be
able to fake immunity to sunlight?”

The fox considered. “Hmm? Nope.
There’d be smoke. Any exposed mamono flesh would burn. A cut like
that ought to do it.”

Tonbo gave a nod. “Then we can
rule out the assistant prior, at least.”

Sura nodded. She looked over
towards the monastery hall in irritation.

“Well, I’m stumped! Come on you
guys! We need a way to eliminate suspects, en masse, right
now!”

Having finished with their
leisurely breakfast – a meal that smelled absolutely tantalising
 a great horde of monks was being
mustered out in the courtyard, all chasing each other merrily
about. It all seemed to be done with much cheer and calling out of
jokes A tall hatchet-faced monk waved on the laggards and called
for order, forming them into two long lines.

Kuno watched from a distance,
smoothing his moustache.

“Something appears to be
happening.”

All of the ordinary monks
seemed to have assembled – perhaps fifty men. The tall monk strode
along and counted heads, seeming satisfied with the count. He then
gestured for the group to move to some boxes stacked along the
porch.

The monks all happily rummaged
in the boxes. They brought forth little towels, draping them over
their shoulders or occasionally cracking them at one another like
whips. The tall monk tried to bring the merry mob to order.

Chiri looked excitedly up out
of the leaves.

“The baths! It must be bath
time for the monks! This is perfect! Kuno san – this is your
chance!”

Kuno cleared his throat.

“Forgive me. Propriety insists
that I give the baths a wide berth for a while.”

Chiri nodded, then looked back
at Tonbo.

“Tonbo san?”

The big man shook his head.
“Novices don’t bathe with monks.”

The rat wrung her little paws
together in distress. “But it is a golden opportunity! Sura san can
hardly go. Someone must attend to this at once!”

There was a pregnant silence.
All eyes slid towards Chiri. The little rat blinked, then froze in
panic.

“Oh no! No!” She immediately
caught the hiccups “Oh dear!”

Ears flaming pink with
embarrassment, Chiri tried to back away, but Sura caught her by the
tail and pulled her through to her own side of the fence. She
brushed the rat clean of leaf litter, placed a hand behind her rear
and propelled her towards the baths.

“Off you go! Bifuuko and
Daitanishi will come with you!”

The rat quailed, trying to dig
her feet in. “No! There must be another way!”

“Don’t be such a baby!” Sura
pushed the rat along through the grass. “Anyway – perving at
monsters is allowed. It’s professional!”

The rat gave a little wail.

“But what if I am caught? Then
I shall never be a bride!”

“Oh shush! Quit squeaking and
start peeking!”

Chiri found herself scuttling
through the gardens, keeping out of sight behind a garden bed as
she raced ahead of the line of monks.

Daitanishi and Bifuuko floated
along behind her. The rock elemental seemed distinctly amused.

The bath house was a long
wooden building with a hefty boiler shed and a wide back roof that
sheltered huge piles of firewood. Chiri dashed into cover amongst
the wood, spying out the way ahead. Once certain that she was
unseen, she scampered beneath the wooden steps that led through the
door.

An old floorboard in one corner
had a gap just wide enough for Chiri’s head. She pressed and
wriggled – Daitanishi gave her a leg-up – then finally squeezed
through the hole. She emerged into a humid space lit by sparse
beams of morning sun.

The huge bath house echoed to
the splash of water running out of bamboo pipes.

A wide robing room was filled
with wooden benches. Beyond this was a great, broad room filled
with seven enormous wooden tubs. These were filled with seething
hot water, and the walls dripped with condensation. Even with
windows open, the place was hot and sultry with steam.

Chiri emerged beside the long
rows of stools that ranged alongside the tubs. She looked about and
saw a shelf running about the room. The little rat climbed up a
rough wooden pillar and twittered along the shelf, threading behind
piles of small wooden pails. She hid herself out of sight behind a
stone image of a frog that sat on the shelf, peering between the
frog’s splayed feet. Daitanishi and Bifuuko tucked themselves
behind her, crowding tight against her fur.

Bifuuko dubiously buzzed her
wings. Chiri shook herself, scowling back at the air elemental.

“Certainly it shall be simple!
It is not as though it is the end of the world. After all, I have
glimpsed Tonbo san and Kuno san in the bath before. How much more
can there possibly be to see?”

The doors to the bath house
were thrown open by the merry horde of monks, who flooded in to the
disrobing room and threw off their clothes. They marched single
file right past Chiri’s hiding place. Fat ones, skinny ones, tall
ones and saggy ones, young and oh-so old. Chiri was at groin height
as they all came tramping and jiggling by.

Her little rat face went quite
wooden – save for a sudden twitch in one cheek.

The tall, hatchet-faced monk
stood before the bathers, who faced him with their backs to Chiri
and the wall. The tall monk stood straight, and clapped his hands
down at his sides.

“Prepare for
baths. Bow!”

“Dozo-o-o-o!” The monks all bowed from the waist –
bowing low. Chiri’s whiskers almost popped out of her skull.

“Bow!”

“Dozo-o-o-o!”

“Bow!”

“Dozo-o-o-o!”

The third bow was the longest.
Chiri fell over sideways and twitched.

There were some images that
never, ever faded from the mind…

 


 


Sura, Kuno and Tonbo waited out
of sight behind a wood pile, watching for Chiri’s return. Much
splashing came from within the building along with sounds of
hooting and hilarity. The senior monks and acolytes were all
practicing breathing exercises in the main hall, and their odd
sounds made a very eerie counterpoint to the noises coming from the
baths.

Chiri suddenly appeared,
walking stiff-legged. Bifuuko and Daitanishi floated behind her,
looking somewhat numbed. Chiri walked through the grass and up to
her friends, staring straight ahead. She came to a halt beside
Sura, tail stiff and fur standing all on end.

“Let us never speak of this
again.”

The rat walked between Kuno and
Chiri, looking neither right nor left.

“Tonbo san – Kuno san. You are
blessed above all mortal men.”

The rat marched woodenly off
into the weeds.

“Hic!”

Tonbo and Kuno looked quite
pleased with themselves. Sura set her wig straight and shot both a
dire look.

“You two are going to be
insufferable all day.” She pointed a commanding finger at the
meditation hall.

“Get going. Find those
monsters!”

The two samurai hastened off –
moving more swiftly as Sura stamped her foot. The fox tilted her
wig aggressively forward, then cast an eye at the two elementals
loitering in the grass beside her.

“Well, come on! You guys check
under all the floor boards. I’ll go look for an excuse to cut the
abbot!” She clapped her hands. “Let’s go!”

Bifuuko and Daitanishi took off
at full speed. The fox walked towards the gardens, trying to once
again look untroubled and serene.

Where the hell were the
mamono?

And where was the sacred
mirror?

 


 


The day rolled placidly by, with
the monastery following its usual routine. Monks spent the morning
cleaning floors and hoeing fields, then attended a sermon before
lunch. All joined together  including the
abbot and prior for a lunch of hot
buckwheat noodles and fried savoury tofu. Kuno and Tonbo joined
them, lingering over cups of tea while Sura sat in her room and
crunched on an unappetising repast of shredded daikon and cold soya
beans.

The Ishigi samurai outside the
walls remained attentively on duty. Once again, it seemed the
mamono could only escape at night.

Sura sat quietly reading
Buddhist scriptures, somehow managing to conceal her utter boredom.
Like most things Buddhist, she found them overly complex and laden
with self-important waffle, though there were a few good thoughts
here and there. Sura quietly took notes, daintily flourishing brush
across paper. She interspersed her brushwork with little paintings
of animals wandering through tall grass.

The monks spent the afternoon
together in study. They dispersed again in the late afternoon,
heading off about all manner of different tasks. Some worked at
copying scriptures, while others painted, or carefully tended the
formal gardens. The abbot took a few carefully selected students
through the steps required for sacred rituals, while a great bronze
bell tolled out the daily hours.

As the sun sank lower, Sura
walked through the gardens. Far off in one section of the grounds,
acolytes were checking great strips of hempen cloth that had been
dyed early in the morning. The cloths were lifted down and rinsed,
wrung out, and carried wet and heavy into a shed to hang up
overnight. It was a messy and cold job, yet one the monks tackled
cheerfully. They seemed utterly self-sufficient.

The powerful little monk who
always wore outsized ojuzu beads met with Sura as she took a
quiet walk beneath a grove of bright red maple trees. He radiated a
striking sense of geniality and calm.

“My lady. How are you finding
your stay amongst us?”

Sura graciously inclined her
head.

“Most edifying. But tell me,
honoured monk, has there been any progress with your plague?”

“No, my lady. We have had no
sickness here. But the authorities are correct to quarantine us,
nor does it cause us any hardship.”

Sura walked side by side with
the monk – clandestinely trying to see if he had markings on his
neck. But the big bead necklace and an orange cotton scarf hid the
man’s neck from view.

The fox gave a quiet, sage
nod.

“Even so – prudence is
advisable. I am a trained healer, and it would be a pleasure to
offer my aid. Perhaps I could examine your brothers and look for
symptoms?”

The monk gently waved one hand.
“No symptoms have been seen. These humble monks are not worthy of
notice by so esteemed a guest as your ladyship. But we thank you
for your most generous offer.”

The monk bowed, then walked off
to join a group of others bringing in the chickens for the night.
Sura watched him go, gave a sigh, then spoke to the empty air.

“This is not going to be
easy.”

“So it would seem.”

Chiri peeked her nose out from
nearby leaves. Her whiskers glittered in the rosy light of sunset.
Sura sat on a nearby bench and gave a frustrated sigh.

“Another sleepless night ahead.
Those monsters could be anywhere. Damn but I want my spear!”

“Kuno has it safe and sound.”
The rat gave a yawn. “It will be evening soon. Is there something
else we should investigate?”

“Where are the boys? Watching
the novices?” Chiri nodded, and Sura tried to suppress a yawn.
“Well – as long as it’s quiet, I’m going to have a quick bath. This
damned makeup is causing my skin to break out.”

Chiri climbed sleepily up onto
Sura’s bench. “I will come with you and stand guard, Sura san.” The
rat yawned. “We must keep your cover.”

Sura tucked the little rat
carefully into her sleeve. With Bifuuko and Daitanishi carefully
watching the flanks, she walked quietly over to the baths.

Sunset had come. The bath house
was deserted. Sura locked down the window shutters and firmly
locked the doors, then blocked the windows with a few old robes
left in the change room. Finally satisfied, she hauled off the wig
and scratched at her scalp, making a noise of absolute ecstasy.

Chiri crawled up onto the
bathroom shelf. She found a folded pile of little dry towels, and
curled up on them to keep watch. Sura lifted Bifuuko and Daitanishi
beside her and settled them quietly in place.

With everything ready at last,
Sura unwound her long, great, irritating obi belt and hung her
kimono carefully up over a pole. She freed her tail at long last:
tied down against one leg, the damned thing was aching. Sura
scratched her backside, sighing in satisfaction, then fluffed out
her great, fluffy orange tail, shaking it out in pride. She admired
her shadow on the wall – gave a great bone-popping stretch – then
sat on a stool to wash.

Free at last, Sura scrubbed her
face clean of makeup, then her hands and feet. Seen naked, there
was no chance of mistaking her for human; her hands and feet were
smoky dark, and russet highlights ran across her face and back.
Unpinned at last, her long rust-orange hair streamed down across
her back, the white tips glistening. Sura washed her front, her
feet, and then her hair. She rinsed herself half a dozen times,
then slowly, carefully, eased herself down into the tub. She stuck
three throwing spikes into the edge of the tub, just to keep them
handy, with a pepper egg balanced on a bucket just nearby.

The water was delightfully
hot.

Usually she would drink wine
and eat a cake, but there were no such treats in store. However in
the chill of the autumn evening, the bath in itself was utterly
luxurious. The fox stretched out and floated all by herself in the
immense tub, sighing in gratitude.

A day spent in disguise –
monsters to unmask and treasures to find… it wasn’t such a bad life
after all.

She lazed about splashing for a
good long while. Sura’s stomach growled – but there was nothing for
dinner beyond a handful of acorns and boiled tree bark. The fox
gave a sigh and finally levered herself up out of the tub. She
refrained from shaking herself dry – she was, after all, supposed
to be a human lady. She used half a dozen towels to dry herself –
another four to wring dry her tail. With a sigh, she sat back down
to whiten her hands and face, and painted herself back into her
human guise again. Dressing carefully, she set the wig in place and
made certain her pointed ears were hidden.

Chiri was curled up fast asleep
on the shelf. Sura gently gathered up the little sleeping rat and
placed her carefully in her sleeve. Bifuuko and Daitanishi were
then tucked in carefully beside her. All slept on peacefully,
rocking gently as the fox walked back out through the damp, warm
bath house into the open air.

Dinner – such as it was – was
long past. The monks were mostly still in their hall, talking and
taking their ease. Kuno was in one corner, quietly writing poetry.
He continued keeping a subtle eye upon the monks to see if any
showed the slightest oddities in their behaviour. But the men all
seemed perfectly normal – no quirks, no strange activities or looks
of suspicion. It was all just business as usual.

In the kitchens, Tonbo was once
again helping with dish cleaning and drawing water, keeping watch
upon the cooks and acolytes. He had a view out across the gardens,
and Kuno was carefully kept within his sight. He looked up as Sura
passed but did not nod. She made a tiny motion of one finger,
signing to him that all was well.

She entered the guest house,
walking past the prior’s quarters on the lower floor. Taking up a
lantern, she climbed the stairs, watching for signs of anything
wrong. But the building was quiet. The residents downstairs had yet
to come home.

Sura entered her room and
carefully closed the door behind her, heaving a grateful sigh.

Chiri was still fast asleep,
with both elementals snoring peacefully away beside her. Sura
tenderly carried them over to her bed. The quilt was folded up
against a wall. The fox quietly slipped her friends safely in
amongst the covers, nestling them into place.

For the next half hour, there
was a useful window for gathering intelligence. It was quite
possible that the magical mirror held some sort of spiritual energy
– perhaps even a small kami. Sura decided to slip out and try a
clandestine scan of the buildings while the monks were still all in
the main hall. Taking her fan, fu papers and lantern she
moved back into the corridor, shutting the door quietly behind
her.

Sunset had faded, and stars
flooded the sky. Sura moved into the garden, looking for all the
world as though she were gliding off to walk the grounds in
contemplation.

Behind her, the little rat
slept peacefully on.

Long minutes passed. Slowly –
quietly – a figure carried a lantern up the stairs.

The prior came quietly to
Sura’s room. He looked along the corridor, checking back towards
the stairs, then swiftly opened up the door. He flitted inside,
hastening over to Sura’s neat little pack of luggage.

The luggage in question had
been borrowed from the Ishigi castle. It was a rosewood travel box
with many neat little compartments, containing only the things a
true lady might need. The prior opened draws of cosmetics – found
copies of the Lotus Sura and several commentaries – but kept
digging swiftly down into the treasure trove.

Over in the far corner of the
room, Chiri awoke with a sudden start. She froze in fright, seeing
the great, dark shadow of the prior looming over the room. Beside
her, Bifuuko and Daitanishi came awake, blinking about themselves
in shock.

The prior plunged into the box
that held Sura’s spare clothes. He hunted onwards, flinging up
bedding to cover Chiri and hide her out of sight. The rat and her
companions wriggled back out through the quilt, peeking out in a
line. They watched in shock as the prior opened a little basket to
discover Sura’s discarded laundry.

The man found one of Sura’s
undergarments. Seizing it with delight, he pressed it to his face,
making a little sound of ecstasy.

He stood for a long moment,
clutching the garment to his breast and looking undecided. He
smelled the garment once more, and sprang into activity.

Hiding the garment in his
robes, he hastily set the room to rights, grabbed hold of his
lantern and hastened away into the corridor.

Chiri, Bifuuko and Daitanishi
popped their heads around the door, just catching sight of the
prior’s hat as he made his way down the stairs. The rat scampered
after him. Bifuuko helpfully seized Chiri by the scruff of the
neck, helping her skim swiftly down the steps.

Out in the gardens, the prior
swiftly covered his lantern. He looked about, saw that he was
unobserved, then flitted quietly towards the deserted bath house.
Chiri and the elementals followed, dodging behind grass and trees,
keeping the man in sight as he moved through the gloom.

The prior reached the bath
house. He stopped at the entrance and checked again to make certain
he was not being watched, then ducked swiftly inside and closed the
door.

Chiri raced up behind the
bushes and ducked beneath the bath house steps. Once again locating
her little entry point, she wriggled through beneath the wooden
wall with Daitanishi and Bifuuko behind her.

The prior had crossed the dark,
deserted bath house, setting his lantern down behind the furthest
bathtub. Chiri and the elementals peeked around the edge of a door
and saw the man kneeling down at the far end of the baths. They
flitted closer, keeping to the shadows.

The bath house was covered with
raised, slotted wooden flooring above a surface of old brown tile.
The prior removed two modules of the raised wooden floor. Below was
a wide square drain covered with a metal grille.

Retrieving the monastery keys
hanging upon a white cord about his neck, the prior carefully
unlocked the grille, then hoisted it out and set it aside behind a
bath tub. Taking another quick look about the room, he climbed down
a set of ladder rungs set into the side of the shaft then pulled
the wooden floor modules back over the drain behind him, hiding the
entrance from view.

Lantern light bobbed and
quickly faded below. Chiri raced forward, peering down through the
floor slats.

A square manhole in the floor
led down to a huge drainage tunnel. In the distance the prior’s
lantern flickered, sending light dancing as he made his way to
who-knew-where. Chiri blinked, then tugged wildly at the floor
slats, tying to open up a little space. She gave up and sped over
to the side of the floor where there was a little wriggle room,
slithering down onto the tile floor, then running over to the edge
of the manhole. Daitanishi and Bifuuko zoomed quickly to her
side.

The rough shaft sides were no
obstacle to a rat. Chiri ran straight down the wall to the damp
floor beneath. Sitting up she looked along the dripping, echoing
tunnel before her. Far ahead she could see the prior’s
well-shrouded lantern as the man walked along.

Chiri scampered off in pursuit,
tail high, with Bifuuko and Daitanishi whirring low beside her.
They followed the prior onwards, travelling gently downhill for
hundreds of paces onwards through the dark.

On they went, through the cold,
echoing gloom. The prior eventually blew out his lantern, plunging
the entire tunnel into darkness. Chiri halted, whiskers quivering,
before moving cautiously on. She twittered forward, then finally
saw a faint glimmer of moonlight ahead.

Chiri emerged out into a deep,
narrow cutting covered over by tangled trees. Moonlight turned the
forest into a maze of stark, black shadows. On the hill slopes
above and off amongst the trees, firelight glowed. The Ishigi
samurai that surrounded the monastery were at least fifty paces
away through the woods, oblivious to the tunnel that ran right
underneath their feet.

The prior was at the far end of
the culvert. He halted, looking carefully back towards the
monastery, making certain the Ishigi guards were all out of sight.
Having eluded the guards, the prior pulled his robes straight, then
headed quickly off along a faint path through the trees.

Moving with stealth
 and ever-nervous of owls – Chiri
scuttled along after the man, accompanied by her elementals. They
kept him in sight as he finally emerged from the woods and onto the
main dirt road.

He now moved with confident
speed. The village was well lit, with inns serving home-brewed
liquor to miners and farmers. Music flowed from windows into the
street. Keeping to the shadows, the prior made his way down a back
street. He paused, keeping out of sight as two merry peasants
exited some sort of gambling den.

Chiri sank into cover and
waited. She finally saw the prior move forward to a tall, brightly
decorated house. He knocked – and was immediately greeted by a
merry middle aged woman who wore a great deal of makeup. The woman
bowed him into the house and several young women came hastening
forward to take the man’s sandals and wipe his feet.

He was clearly settling in for
a while. Chiri sat up and motioned for Bifuuko. She whispered a few
quiet words into the elemental’s ear. The creature nodded, turned
about and shot up into the air, whizzing off towards the
monastery.

Laughter came from the building
and the prior’s voice could be heard calling out a woman’s name in
welcome. Daitanishi moved off to watch the rear of the building,
while Chiri hid beneath a nearby porch. They settled down to wait,
never once letting their attention fade.
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Chapter
5

Chiri crouched in the darkness
beneath the porch for half an hour, carefully watching the house
across the way. She had lost sight of the prior long ago, but the
building seemed to be the centre of a considerable party. Men had
gone inside, but none had yet seen fit to leave. But the back of
the house saw a great deal of activity as sakē cups and flasks were
washed, stacked, unstacked and filled, while food was cooking in
the kitchens. The rat watched silhouettes on the windows, ears
pricked for any sound of panic or disturbance. But nothing troubled
the night – not even a cat or dog.

Bifuuko came whirring from the
forest on swift, silent wings. The little creature zig-zagged
about, spied Chiri hiding beneath the porch, then raced back out of
sight.

She returned moments later with
Sura in tow. Sura was in her fox form – silent and stealthy,
speeding through the night. The fox ducked beneath the porch and
breathlessly joined the rat in hiding.

“Hey – are you all right?” Sura
craned to see across the street. “Someone snuck out? So who is
it?”

“The prior!”

“What’s he doing?”

Chiri’s whisper held a decided
tinge of embarrassment.

“I feel uncomfortable with
telling you. But I believe he has stolen your underwear. He seems
to have been greatly inspired, and has now come to a brothel. The
route seemed well used.” The little rat was quite scandalised. “He
is breaking his vows!”

Sura thrashed her tail in
agitation. She glared at the brothel through narrowed eyes.

“What if he’s a mamono passing
the mirror on?”

They watched the place
together, sharp eared and sharp eyed. Eventually the door opened.
Out came the prior – looking wracked with guilt. He checked the
street was empty, then hastened quickly away from the brothel
door.

Sura rose in predatory fashion,
intensely focussed upon the prior. She started forward, creeping on
her belly, then rising as the man drew far enough away.

Chiri came out from under the
porch beside her.

“He is returning to the
monastery.”

“But is he a monster? Is he
returning to report?” Sura made a swift decision. “You stay here,
get into that brothel and see if he left the mirror. I’ll follow
him.” The fox was already up an on her way. “Just stay here and
keep watch!”

Sura was off and running. Chiri
stumbled a few steps in her wake, calling out in a hoarse whisper
after the fox.

“How long must I keep watch?
Should I stay all night…?”

Alas, Sura was gone. The rat
pattered back and joined Daitanishi and Bifuuko at the edge of the
street, looking in severe danger of going into a pout.

“Why does it always fall on me
to be cast into regions of dubious repute?”

Laughter came from the upper
floors of the brothel. Chiri grumbled and headed towards the back
door, wondering if she might somehow get through the week with any
shreds of her propriety still intact.

 


 


Sura trotted through the weeds
beside the dirt road – a low, silent shadow in the moonlight. Once
she was quite certain that the prior was headed back towards the
monastery, she sped onwards, passing the man in the dark and
leaving him far behind. Swift as an arrow, the fox plunged into the
culvert that fed into the monastery’s drains.

The drainage tunnel was pitch
black – and this time there was no shimmering air elemental to
light the way. Sura pelted along in the dark, but slowed to a walk
after the first fifty paces. Whiskers sensed the wall beside her,
while tall ears picked out the slightest echoes from the bath house
ahead.

Pale light suddenly shimmered
from above: moonlight coming in through the bath house windows.
Sura felt the wall in front of her, and finally found the ladder.
Looking back along the long tunnel, she spotted the prior’s light
bobbing far off in the dark.

Sura swiftly changed into
half-human form to climb the ladder, exiting quietly into the empty
bath house. Setting the wooden floor exactly as she had found it,
she changed back into a fox.

Within the building all was
silent – the great tubs now empty and dank. The fox sped along to
the door, which she had left open by the merest crack. She looked
carefully out into the dark gardens beyond – saw nothing, heard no
danger – and so slipped out into the night.

The nearby wood piles made for
an excellent hiding place. Sura flowed over to the darkest shadows
and lay flat amongst the weeds, cunning ears lifted and eyes slyly
watching the bath house doors.

Long minutes passed. Finally, a
faint glimmer of lantern light showed from inside the baths.

The light vanished. Seconds
later, one of the doors creaked open and the prior peered out into
the moonlight. He looked left and right – decidedly the act of a
suspicious man – then crept out into the night.

He did not seem particularly
monstrous: if anything, he looked like a very human man with a very
human vice. Sura frowned as she watched him dust off his robes, set
his keys about his neck then head off towards the main monastery
halls.

She rose to follow, slinking
forwards – then quite suddenly froze.

Something was behind her.

There was a step – a silent
presence. Sura stayed perfectly, utterly still, trusting to her fur
to hide her in the dark.

A figure came out of hiding – a
man in monk’s robes. He walked forward, heading straight towards
Sura. He stopped only a few paces away then turned to look for a
long moment at the baths.

Sura took her chance. She slid
silently backward – back to the wood pile, putting herself into
deeper shadows. The dark figure turned to scan the area: Sura
pulled back completely out of sight behind the logs.

Moments later, the man was on
the move. The fox lay flat as he walked past her, treading within a
hand-span of her hiding place. The monk vanished off into the
gardens.

Sura sagged in relief. She
lifted her head and looked off along the path, but the prior was
now gone. She crept forward, but could see no sign of anyone.

“Damn.”

 


 


The monastery prayer hall
glimmered with reflected moonlight. The head of the huge old Buddha
statue was lost in the darkness of the rafters. Polished floors
glittered with great bands of eerie silver light.

Tonbo moved silently forward,
kneeling in concealment beside a huge, dark pillar. At the far end
of the hall, two acolytes were standing together in the dark,
conferring intensely in near-silent whispers. The same two men that
had watched Tonbo in the kitchens the night before, he had kept an
eye upon them ever since.

Kuno came quietly through the
gardens, keeping carefully to cover in the dark. Tonbo signalled to
him, and Kuno came to a halt, hiding behind a gnarled old cherry
tree.

The two acolytes skulked back
through the shadows, then moved out into the moonlight and headed
off together towards the monks’ sleeping quarters. Kuno stole
forward towards Tonbo and knelt beside him, watching the acolytes
as they faded off into the dark.

“Tonbo san – you suspect these
two?”

Tonbo gave a growl.

“I watch. They do nothing
suspicious.” He sat back and scratched at his shaven head. “Where
are the women?”

“Gone!” Kuno settled his sword.
“I am concerned. We are not properly armed and armoured. We are
forced to operate out of touch with each other and alone. This is
dangerous.”

Tonbo grunted in agreement. It
was an exposed way of operating – but unfortunately it was
necessary.

Kuno turned, watching the
gardens behind him as he whispered in the gloom.

“The mamono are here. They must
know we are here.” The creatures had been very careful to remain
hidden – but it could not last. “They may attack us as a prelude to
their departure.”

A slight ripple crossed the
shadows at the far end of the yard. Kuno shifted a hand to his
blade, then saw a fox flitting almost invisibly through the dark
towards him.

Sura came up to Tonbo and Kuno,
her paws silent in the grass. The fox seemed relieved to have found
them.

“There you are! The prior left
the monastery. We followed him to the village  he snuck out to a brothel.”

Kuno blinked in surprise. “A
brothel?”

“Looks like it. He used a
locked drain tunnel that runs out from under the baths. Chiri’s
infiltrating the brothel to see if he took the mirror there.” The
fox looked about the prayer hall as she spoke, making certain that
they were unobserved. “Someone was lying in wait for him when he
came back. Someone in hiding. They saw him coming back into the
monastery.”

Tonbo scowled.

“Did you see who?”

Sura shook her head. “Lost him.
Been trying to find his tracks, then I smelled you two.” She sat up
and fluffed out her fur. “So what’s happening?”

Kuno motioned towards the
monks’ quarters.

“Two apprentices are out and
about. All else is quiet.” The man vigilantly kept his hand upon
his sword. “I do not like our exposure to danger.”

Out in the darkness, there was
a sudden cry of shock. The noise was instantly cut short. Kuno and
Tonbo arose, staring.

Sura was already on her
way.

“Go!”

Tonbo and Kuno ran towards the
distant noise. Sura sped along beside them, well out to one flank
and keeping beneath the bushes.

The granaries and monastery
treasure house were great looming shapes in the moonlight. Kuno and
Tonbo sprinted towards the tangle of little sheds behind the
buildings, but Sura raced to cut them off. The fox brought them to
a halt, peering about the corner of a building.

“Wait! Careful – remember
there’s two of them!”

Sura raced back and across to
the porch of the guest house. Kuno had left her spear just inside
his room. She changed into her half-human form. Naked and swift,
she snatched up her spear and ran back towards the others.

She suddenly saw a huge, lumpen
figure moving in the dark between two buildings. There was a brief,
nightmarish gleam in the moonlight – a flash of claws and
blood.

Sura knelt and froze in shock –
saw the figure moving off through the grounds, then turned to
signal her friends.

“This way!”

Sura rose, ran forward, and
fell flat on her face. She had tangled with something foul and
slippery. Tonbo ran over to cover her, his long dagger in hand,
while the fox thrashed about with something wet and vile tangled
about her legs.

The cursing fox flung something
warm and gooey aside. She pointed off between the buildings.

“Damn! He went that way!”

Tonbo ran to the edge of the
buildings. The garden beyond seemed utterly still. Nothing moved
beside of the buildings – nothing crossed the open grounds. Tonbo
dashed back and knelt at Sura’s side.

“There is no sign. He has
escaped us.”

“Damn!” Sura slapped at the
wet, weird tangle she had slipped over in the dark. It felt like
laundry. “What the hell is this?”

Tonbo took hold of the object.
He lifted it up, holding it between his hands, where it hung pale,
limp and bloody in the moonlight.

Tonbo’s face was grim.

“It is a human skin.”

Kuno had tried to head-off
their prey, racing to the far corner of the building. But the paths
were empty. He sped back to Sura and Tonbo. He removed his own
outer robe and handed it to Sura.

“My apologies. It has evaded
me.” He helped Sura to dress, holding out the corners of the robe.
“I saw the creature in silhouette. It looked like a man, only
larger. It carried something heavy.” He looked at the weird, soggy
sheet hanging dangling from Tonbo’s hand. “What is this?”

Tonbo found a patch of
moonlight. He spread out what seemed to be an intact human skin
that had been split apart along the back. Sura dragged over some
rags that had been piled nearby. They were monk’s robes
 still warm – and a set of outsized
rosary beads.

Sura knelt and carefully wadded
fallen leaves behind the flayed skin’s face. Once it was rounded
out, the features became more recognisable. She lay the beads
beside the skin, and looked down at the face in thought.

Tonbo stroked at his
stubble.

“Hmph. Interesting. This is the
monk who welcomed us.”

Sura felt a sick sensation
crawling through her soul. “He was speaking to me this morning. He
was the only monk who ever spoke!”

“Gaining information upon us.”
Kuno turned to look out across the silent gardens. “He must have
slain a new victim and abandoned this skin. We moved too quickly
for him to dispose of the body – so he carried it off.”

Sura made a sickly face.

“He’ll be skinning the victim
right now.”

“But why?” Kuno scowled at the
gardens. “Why trade to a new body? We had not even come close to
uncovering his old identity.”

The three friends sat, worrying
at the question. Finally Sura folded up the skin. She wrapped beads
and skin carefully in the discarded robes.

“We’ll search. I’ll stuff this
monk’s skin somewhere until we can bury him properly.” She took up
her spear, glad for the weight of the weapon in her hands. “They’re
up to something. I hope Chiri is alright!”

Sura, Kuno and Tonbo arose.
Keeping together, they moved silently onward towards the
monastery’s granaries. Carefully, quietly, they checked the back
buildings, the sheds and baths, hunting carefully for the slightest
sign of blood.

 


 


At the bottom floor of the guest
house, the prior kept his comfortable quarters. He had an excellent
view across the courtyard to the main gates and prayer hall, with
cherry trees and gardens right at his door.

The prior coolly slid open his
door. A lantern glowed  well covered – in
one corner of the room. He closed the door behind him then trimmed
the lamp, filling the room with a low yellow glow.

The room contained chests and a
low desk – inkstones, brushes and papers. The prior knelt and
smoothed one hand over his desk. He picked up the nearest papers
and read them swiftly through, flicking from one to another with a
sharp, cold eye.

There was a soft knock at his
door. A figure was kneeling. The prior turned, watching the
doorway. The door slid open to reveal his assistant kneeling at the
threshold.

The assistant gave a suave bow
– all smiles and soft motions. The man sat up, his voice full of
false, silky deference.

“Honoured prior, keeper of
keys. This humble brother desires a few words in private with
you.”

The prior narrowed his
eyes.

“Enter.”

The assistant bowed and moved
inside. He slid the door closed behind him. The little man arose
and crossed the room, then knelt before the prior.

He bowed with an air of
comradely candour.

“Honoured prior. I wished to
have a private word with you, as one man to another.”

The prior grunted. He gave a
nod, reaching for some of his papers and squaring them. The
assistant – sly and unctuous – rubbed his hands together.

“It has come to my attention
that a new house of our brotherhood is to be opened soon. I am
aware that a brother from another monastery is to be chosen as
prior of the new house.” With great false modesty, the assistant
inclined his head. “I would humbly like to put my own worthy self
forward in that monk’s place. I am certain you will give me you
support.”

The prior watched the other man
in calculation.

“Certain.”

The assistant prior’s face took
on a conspiratorial air. He kept his voice low, looking to the door
to make certain that they were not overheard.

“Honoured prior. Imagine if
someone in an elevated position were found to have succumbed to
temptations of the flesh? What if such a person took advantage,
say, of the monastery keys that they hold in trust? It would be a
scandal no true brother would ever wish to see revealed.” The
assistant prior leant in close. “Fortunately, discretion is a
virtue found in many of our brothers. If a man should have
discovered this secret, then he would surely keep this information
to himself. Particularly if he were overjoyed at news of his
elevation to a new position?”

The assistant prior was full of
his own cleverness.

“It is a secret we can wink at,
you and I. After all we are both men…!”

There was a sudden flash.

The prior had made a casual
motion of one hand. A great bone spike shot out of the his arm,
running the assistant prior through the jaw and up into his brain.
The man hung on the end of the spear, jerking and choking, eyes
rolling. The prior watched him for a moment, then flexed his hand,
and the terrible bone spike withdrew. The assistant prior fell
lifeless to the floor.

The prior rose and walked to
the door. He slid it open and looked out into the gardens – but
there was no movement to be seen. The assistant had made his visit
in absolute secret.

The prior slid the door shut.
He turned back towards the still-twitching body on the floor, and
slowly spread his mouth in a terrible, noxious smile…

 


 


The morning sun dawned crisp and
clear across rooves starred with morning dew. The little village by
the monastery stirred itself to life. Fires were lit and breakfasts
made as the residents rose and went about their affairs.

The brothel was still a sleepy
place. The working girls would be asleep until almost noon, and the
maids were having a lazy morning. Up in the rafters above the
dining hall, Chiri lounged in high state, still in rat-form,
thoroughly enjoying her day.

She had settled herself in a
bed made from lush quilts and fine silk robes. It was all
deliciously comfy. The rat gave a yawn then rolled over to inspect
her potential breakfast – all thieved from the pantry shelves
below. There were rice balls, sweet mochi cakes and crystallised
peach. The rat had managed to find herself a flask of expensive
sakē, which was proving to be deliciously piquant. The rat wriggled
her fine pink toes, selected a mocha cake, and settled it upon her
belly as she lay back amongst the quilts.

Bifuuko sat just above her,
looking intently down at her. Chiri gave a nod and waved her front
paw, lounging back to dictate a message. Bifuuko caught the air in
a shimmering little globe, recording the sound of Chiri’s
voice.

The rat took a nibble of mochi,
and spoke with her mouth full.

 


“Dear Sura,

I am hiding above the pantry in
the brothel. There are pastries, sweets, tasty fish, and a very
fine plum wine I am sure you would have enjoyed.”

 


The rat gave a yawn.

 


“I have thoroughly searched
the bedrooms. No staff have left the building. There is no sign of
the mirror. Nevertheless, I continue my lonely vigil until you send
message that I should return.

Be assured – I am thinking of
you.

 


Nezumi Chiri – Spirit
Hunter.”

 


Bifuuko rolled the little
energy ball happily about then grasped it firmly. She whirred her
wings and took to the air. Waggling a goodbye, the elemental zipped
through an open window, heading off towards the monastery.

Chiri had checked beneath
floorboards and inside cupboards, and was now intimately acquainted
with the roof spaces, bath house and cupboards. She was satisfied
that she had searched the brothel through and through – though the
girls all had locked chests that held their special treasures. So –
perhaps the mirror might be here. The rat lounged about, keeping an
eye on the exits. The rafters gave her a splendid view of every
room below.

Some maids were stirring –
gathering floor cloths to neaten up the entertainment rooms and
corridors. Chiri took her mochi cake in her mouth and trotted off
along a rafter, watching from above. Daitanishi came after her,
balancing a full sakē cup upon his head. They both settled
themselves above the maids, ready to pass the time in splendour and
watch other souls hard at work.

Out in the morning sunshine,
little Bifuuko zoomed along above the treetops, looking for all the
world like a wandering dragonfly. She zig-zagged about, enjoying
the breeze. Wood elementals waved at her merrily from in treetops
as she sped by.

The Ishigi cordon was firmly in
place, with samurai and foot soldiers all diligently keeping watch
over the monastery walls. Bifuuko whirred above them all, passed
over the walls and circled down towards the monastery guest
house.

Sura was sitting in her room
wearing her full disguise, glowering at the unappetising breakfast
that been laid out before her. Breakfast was apparently spring
water, millet porridge and a raw onion.

Bifuuko flew in through the
window, made two laps of the room, then landed on Sura’s knee. The
little creature held out the tiny energy ball, turning it around
about, and finally seemed satisfied. She beamed, and pressed the
side of the ball.

Chiri’s voice drifted out into
the air as the message played. Sura listened, utterly unamused.

Opening her balcony door, Sura
moved out and sat upon the upper walkway. She prodded at the
unappetising breakfast, jamming her spoon into it with decided
malice.

“I am surrounded by comedians.”
She crammed porridge into her mouth, and forced herself to swallow.
“I’m a medium, you know. I could take the spirit of her favourite
childhood hero and channel it right into a chugi stick!”

Bifuuko gave a shrug. She
sunned herself on the back of Sura’s wig, and felt quite happy with
her world.

Sura ate her millet, left the
onion and chugged the spring water. The monks’ day was just
beginning, and their breakfast would soon be at an end. Sura rose
and headed down towards the prayer hall, hoping to find Kuno and
Tonbo at large.

 


 


With breakfast over, the lower
ranking monks milled about, waiting for the routine of the morning
bath. Two senior men had gathered with the abbot, where lessons on
the healing magics were to begin, and other upper ranking monks
were settling down to debate the esoteric scriptures. Acolytes
bustled about upon their morning chores.

The monks were loitering about
the main courtyard in great numbers, gossiping and impatient.
Something was interrupting the usual flow of morning activities.
Tonbo had gathered up breakfast plates and dishes, carrying them to
the kitchen. He now seized hold of a hefty wood axe and went the
open wood shed beside the kitchen door. He began to split kindling
for the cooks, working with his usual powerful efficiency. The big
man powered his way through the wood pile, not wasting a single
blow.

His eye was quietly keeping
track of his two least-favourite acolytes. He saw them talking with
the milling monks – both of them kicking at rocks and looking much
like unruly teenagers on a city street. The two acolytes saw Tonbo,
and nudged at one another. They both immediately came over towards
him, hitching up their robes and rolling back their sleeves. The
taller, stringier of the two acolytes spat towards the woodpile,
looking decidedly tough.

“You there! Novice! Did you
forget to clean the baths? You did, eh!”

Tonbo ceased cutting wood. He
buried the axe in a stump, interested in the disturbance in the
courtyard.

“Why do you think I have not
cleaned the baths?”

“The junior men see to the
baths! You have been slacking!” The shorter acolyte tried to breast
against Tonbo. “Freeloaders aren’t welcome here! You should learn
your place!”

Tonbo ignored the little man’s
aggression. He turned to frown off towards the baths.

“What nonsense is this about
the baths? Are you saying they’re dirty?”

“They are closed due to their
filthy state! No baths today! The prior has closed them!”

Tonbo seized the little man and
held him off his feet, pinned against a wall.

“When?”

The acolyte blanched white with
fright. He dangled helplessly in Tonbo’s grasp.

“Just now! We were forbidden
entrance! The prior himself is making an inspection!”

Tonbo dropped the man like a
sack of laundry and seized the wood axe. He thundered towards the
prayer hall, bellowing at the top of his voice.

“Kuno san! Sura!”

Kuno strode out of the prayer
hall, hand on his sword hilt. Sura popped out from behind the
garden fence with Bifuuko still gripping to her wig. Tonbo ran past
her, heading for the baths.

“The prior has closed the baths
without warning. He is inside. He has the keys to the drainage
tunnel!”

Sura stared. “Mamono!”

The three Spirit Hunters
ran.

They pelted through the
courtyard, cannoning confused monks out of their way. Sura wrenched
open her robes to free her legs to run. They raced behind the main
buildings to the baths, to find the assistant prior standing
quietly before the doors.

The man came forward, all
waving hands and silky smile.

“No no no no
no! I deeply apologise, but
the baths are closed for cleaning.”

Sura pushed back her sleeves.
“Where is the prior?”

“He is performing his duties.”
The assistant prior gave a genial, placatory bow. “Please be
patient. All will be in order soon. Continue about your ordinary
affairs.”

Kuno walked up to the man,
stern and decidedly official.

“My apologies, honoured monk,
but we must ask you to stand aside. I am an imperial deputy. This
is imperial business.”

A huge bone spike suddenly
speared out from the monk’s forearm. It burst through the man’s
robes, lunging for Kuno’s throat. The samurai spun aside, and the
vicious point missed him by a hair’s breadth. But another spike
jutting from the monk’s other arm slammed sideways, crashing into
Kuno’s head. He was hurtled against the bath house, staggering and
falling unconscious in the grass.

The assistant prior gave a
thundering, feral roar. His forearms turned into huge bone spears.
Tonbo moved, keeping the creature to his front, hefting the wood
axe in his hands.

“Sura san! The other one is
escaping through the tunnel with the mirror!” He saw the fox
hesitate, clearly wanting to draw her dagger and attack. “Find
Chiri! Delay the other monster! Go!”

Bifuuko took off, streaking
through the air to find Chiri. Sura turned and ran, clothes falling
as she transformed into a fox. She sped like a flash of flame,
through the courtyard and past the astonished monks. Taking the
monastery wall at a dead run, Sura used a tree to spring-board
clean over the wall.

Tonbo was left facing the
assistant prior. He stood with the wood axe in his hands, body
balanced and powerful. The man moved carefully in towards the monk,
watching in cold calculation.

The monk flexed, his mouth
flashing with fangs. The man spoke in a deep, hellish, echoing
boom.

“So. A warrior…” One bone spear
pointed at Tonbo’s eyes. “You I will not slay. You, I will keep to
skin alive…”

Tonbo suddenly flashed forward,
the axe a brilliant streak. He missed his strike as the monstrous
monk leapt sideways. It ripped at him with its bone blades, tearing
Tonbo’s sleeve. But Tonbo cut again and again, the blows huge
enough to cleave a tree. Axe and bone spears clashed as the monk
fought his way free.

The monk lunged forward, making
a huge slice with its bone bladed arms. Tonbo caught the scything
blades with the haft of his axe. He locked against the monk,
shoving his huge strength against the creature. The monk shoved
back, vast muscles bulging and rippling beneath its stolen
skin…
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Chapter
6

Early morning light slanted
bright and clear across the hills, striking sparks from a sheath of
morning dew. Many ri away, out towards the ocean, rain clouds
trailed a haze of rain. But here in the uplands, the day bloomed
bright. The dense, dark forest stood like a wall beside grasslands
that shimmered in the sun.

An Ishigi samurai stood guard
just within the forest’s edge, near a mass of tanged underbrush
growing near a stream. The road between the village and the
monastery ran through the woods nearby. The samurai walked, bow in
hand, and looked towards the monastery, where some sort of
disturbance could be heard. But the cordon of troops seemed to be
intact: no warning shouts or signal arrows had raised the alarm.
The samurai stood for a while, scowling off through the trees.
Finally he turned back towards the road.

A bone spike ran the man clean
through, piercing his breastplate, body and back plate. The samurai
sagged, staring as the monastery’s prior stood before him. The
prior watched the samurai for a moment, savouring the man’s death.
He finally flung the body aside, letting it crash down amongst the
bushes.

Paying the corpse no more
notice, the prior mounted up onto the road, leaving the culvert
behind. He strode swiftly off towards the village.

There was a flash in the
underbrush, as Sura came streaking out of the bushes. The fox
leapt, fangs snapping, clawing her way up the prior’s back. She bit
the back of his head, shaking her jaws and tearing free a huge
patch of stolen skin.

The prior roared – a great,
bass, horrifying sound. He clawed at his back, bone spears trying
to skewer the fox. Finally he hurtled the fox away. Sura fell
rolling in the grass, coming up on all four paws.

The prior was already raging
towards her. He stabbed down with his horrifying bone blades. Sura
sprang forwards, the spears slamming into the earth behind her. She
bit the man’s arm, shaking her head wildly from side to side,
ripping free a great long stretch of skin.

Sunlight struck the manono’s
exposed flesh. The creature smoked, charring in the sun. It gave a
huge bellow of pain – the sound echoing through the trees.

Ishigi samurai came running
from their camp nearby. Three men stopped to fire arrows at the
monster, long shafts striking flesh tougher than oak. The mamono
ignored the attacks. As another samurai charged in swinging a
naginata, the creature parried the incoming blade, ripping upwards
with its other bone spear. The samurai was flung bloodily
backwards, crashing into the other men. The mamono ran another man
clean through, piercing armour as if it were paper.

Sura leapt in from behind,
savaging the monster’s robes and skin, tearing the garments open.
More monster hide charred in the sun. The fox fell free, a great
strip of cloth and skin between her jaws. Sunshine seared into the
monster and its flesh bubbled and seared. The creature roared in
pain, killing another man in front of it before lumbering off into
the deep shade of the woods.

Dazed by the fall, Sura shook
herself. She spat cold human skin out of her jaws and raced into
the forest, hard on the heels of the monster.

 


 


Outside the bath house, Tonbo
slammed a kick against the assistant prior. The creature’s flesh
was shockingly solid – it was like kicking a granite statue. The
monster roared and shoved Tonbo backward, punching with its spears.
Tonbo clashed them aside with the axe haft, his huge strength just
barely turning the attacks away.

The monster slashed; the point
of one bone blade gouged clean through the bath house wall,
showering splinters through the air. Tonbo twisted sideways as a
second blow plunged straight down with enough power to cut him
clean in two.

 


 


Tonbo’s axe hacked down. He
struck the monster hard in the side, but the blade penetrated only
a few finger’s breadths into the creature’s flesh. The mamono
snarled in pain and wrenched aside, tearing the axe out of Tonbo’s
grasp.

The mamono threw the axe away,
grinning with its shark teeth in a man’s face. It slowly closed in
upon its unarmed prey.

On the ground nearby, Kuno
weakly stirred. He tried to push himself up off the grass. The
mamono flicked the man a deriding glance, then closed in upon
Tonbo.

The mamono clashed his bone
spears together, stropping the blades. The creature’s voice boomed
horribly through dead, stolen lips.

“I will spit you like a
hare!”

The monster’s torso pulsed,
giant jaws moving beneath the monk’s robes. Suddenly it lunged its
bone spears forward, again and again. Tonbo dodged backwards,
ducked aside from another lunge – then suddenly leapt into a
blow.

The bone spear flashed past the
stubble of his cheek. Tonbo slammed the heel of his hand into the
monster’s throat. The huge force of the blow rocked the monster
back, but caused no injury. The monster crashed its own arm
sideways, staggering Tonbo aside.

A patch of the monster’s hide
was exposed to the sun by the dead monk’s open mouth, and the
monster’s flesh sizzled and seared. The mamono shook its head,
trying to settle the dead skin across its face. It raged towards
Tonbo, smashing a cherry sapling aside with one slice of its
blade.

The monster leapt forward,
punching a huge bone spike right at Tonbo’s heart.

Once again Tonbo dodged
forward, slamming his open palms against the spear and bashing it
aside. But this time he ploughed in, flinging an arm about the
monster in a head lock. He dropped down, his whole weight against
the crook of the monster’s leg, collapsing the creature in a
brutally efficient throw and slamming it to the ground.

Tonbo tangled with the monster
down in the dirt, flinging his legs about the mamono to hold it
from behind. The creature raged and snapped, trying to tear at him
with its jaws. It flailed its huge bone blades, but Tonbo clung
close, keeping an arm about the creature’s neck, tearing with the
fingers of his other hand – ripping free the entire horrible mask
that covered the mamono’s head.

With the wet skin hood ripped
away, the mamono’s slick, glistening flesh was caught in the full
light of the morning sun.

The creature screamed in agony,
bucking wildly in Tonbo’s gasp. The huge man bowed backwards,
somehow keeping his grip. He forced the monster’s head directly
into the sunlight, where the flesh charred deeper and deeper,
bubbling and cracking apart. Jaws burst and slashed through the
monk’s robes, and the mamono exploded outward – immensely taller
than a man. It tried to hurtle Tonbo free – but now its entire body
was caught in the sun. The wet, red flesh scorched and sizzled,
exploding into ashes. Tonbo held the monster firmly in the light,
until with a final raging scream the mamono completely burned away
in his grasp.

The monster was nothing but
coals. Tonbo hurtled the ruins aside as they charred away into
nothing. He staggered, shook his head, then reached over to seize
Kuno by the back of his robes and haul him to his feet.

“Come!”

He snatched up the fallen wood
axe. Hauling Kuno behind him, Tonbo raced through the cowering,
astonished crowds of monks and charged towards the monastery
gates.

 


 


Sura ducked, the red fox rolling
snout-over-tail as a falling tree crashed down towards her. The
mamono had staggered inside the dark shadows of the woods, slicing
a tree clean through as it passed. Sura dodged again, leaping clear
just as tons of falling timber came thundering down at her from
above. She raced forward and locked her fangs onto the mamono‘s
ankle, ripping free yet more human skin. The monster turned and
stabbed down but Sura had already dashed away, spitting out a
mouthful of human hide.

The mamono split apart the last
of its disguise – rags and skin exploding away as the monster
swelled to massive size.

Its flesh looked like flayed,
red muscle – half again the height of a man, and bulging with
power. The fanged head snarled – and then the horrifying vertical
mouth of the monster’s torso split open in a deafening roar.

A silk bag gleamed wetly inside
the immense mouth  the sacred mirror!
Sura caught a brief glimpse of the prize, and then the immense
monster strode towards her, crashing saplings aside. It was in pain
– its flesh horribly burned from where unfiltered sunlight had
seared it. The monster’s red eyes glared at the fox in hate.

“Fox spirit! I will skin you
slowly over a hundred days of pain!”

Sura shifted her weight back
and forth, looking for an opening to attack. “No. You will die, and
I will dance the happy dance on your remains!”

The monster crashed its arm
sideways into a tree.

“Die!”

The tree hurtled through the
air at terrifying speed, tumbling towards the fox. Sura flung
herself aside. Broken branches missed her by a whisker. She rolled
in the fallen leaves, shocked at the narrowness of her escape.

A clear voice suddenly pealed
out through the trees.

 


“Little spirits of the wood!
Come now to aid your friends!”

 


Chiri was there in her half
human form, white fur shimmering, dressed in robes stolen from the
brothel. All around her, slivers of wood detached from the
trees.

 


“Wood darts!”

 


The slivers flew in a sudden
storm of jagged darts. Hundreds of needle sharp wooden fragments
hurtled inwards, slamming into the mamono from every side. But the
monster merely laughed. Dozens of wood splinters jutted out of its
flesh, but none had managed to strike deep. The mamono brushed them
all away.

It turned and gazed at Chiri
with eyes of sheer lust.

“A little mouse, so softly
sweet!” The creature slowly stropped its claws. “Your skin will be
mine!”

The creature stalked towards
Chiri. Daitanishi and Bifuuko dashed up into the air before her.
The mamono came onwards, chuckling evilly. Chiri fell back, looking
left and right for weapons and ideas.

Sura noticed the gap where the
fallen tree had stood. She whirled and shouted over to the rat.

“Chiri – strip the trees!”

The rat looked up into the tree
boughs – heavy with leaves turning brown and gold. She threw out a
hand in triumph, and the air suddenly pulsed with power.

 


“Seasons fly through grass
and trees.

Surrender now your cloaks of
leaves!”

 


The leaves all flew off the
forest trees. They swirled around and around in a wild breeze,
leaving the monster at the centre of the storm.

The mamono looked up in shock,
as sunlight hit it full force.

Flesh searing, the monster
screamed. Blundering away, the creature tried to claw its way into
the deeper forest. But its limbs were charring fast – flesh
breaking into glowing coals, crumbling from its bones. Screaming
and screeching, the monster dissolved away, to leave nothing but a
pile of ashes, and a silk bag sitting in the middle of the
remains.

Tonbo and Kuno arrived at a
dead run, skidding to a halt beside Chiri. They stared as Sura
trotted over to the ashes and delicately reached over with her
muzzle, picking up the silk bag by its tie-cords. She prodded at
it, making certain that there was definitely a mirror hidden
inside, then put it aside.

The fox looked cheerfully back
over to the others.

“Excuse me. I just have to do
something.”

The fox reared up onto her hind
feet. She skipped and pranced about inside the smoking remains of
the monster, happily swirling her tail.

Bruised, bashed and still
dazed, Tonbo sat on a stump and stared.

“What are you doing?”

“The happy dance!” The fox
pranced merrily away. “Eh – you had to be there.” She danced around
and around inside the pile of ashes, and sang a raucous little
song.

 


“Let’s all dance the happy
dance!

The happy dance! The happy
dance!

Let’s all dance the happy
dance.


	
The happy happy dance!





 


 


 


I’m alive and now you’re
not!

The happy dance, the happy
dance!

You’re stone dead and I’m red hot!

– The happy happy dance…!”

 


The other Spirit Hunters
watched. Kuno could only shake his head, feeling quite
bewildered.

“I am disturbed by that woman
on so many different levels…”

The fox danced on, leaping
merrily about. The others sat and took stock of the ashes, trees
and fallen leaves.

All in all, it had been an
exhausting morning…

 


 


Discretion had been stressed, so Sura
and Chiri spirited the mirror off into the wilds, keeping well
hidden from the Ishigi samurai. Tonbo and Kuno returned to the
monastery to retrieve their equipment. The samurai guards were in
great confusion, awaiting more orders. To avoid explanations, Kuno
and Tonbo slipped secretly back through the drainage tunnel,
vanishing without a trace.

Chiri and Sura had found a hiding spot
on an obscure little mountain trail. They had done their best to
clean the mirror bag of all traces of mamono drool, wiping it
carefully down then hanging it up to dry. Daitanishi and Bifuuko
concealed themelves in the trees on guard, making certain all was
well.

Finally they could get back into their
own clothing. Sura changed back to her human form and plunged into
her comfortable travel robes. Pulling on her breastplate, she took
her spear in hand and at long last felt like her normal self. She
left the weapon unsheathed in her usual careless way and gave a
sigh of relief.

The lads were back in their armour and
Tonbo’s pleasure at having his massive tetsubo back in his grasp
was a beautiful thing to see. His hair would eventually grow back,
but for now he wound his usual towel about his head, tying it
happily in place.

Kuno squared his shoulders. There was
armour on his back and a well-folded cap upon his head. Play-acting
was over; things were back as they should be. He led the way down
the hill slopes, heading swiftly towards the sea.

They put on a good pace, soon leaving
the hills far behind. Sura kept them moving – scarcely even
condoning a break for lunch. They made a brief halt in the cover of
a little dell, boiled water for tea, soup and noodles, and ate it
all swiftly down.

Sura was keen to be off again. She
crammed down two enormous helpings of noodles, rinsed her bowl in
the stream, then urged the others on towards the town.

There was a good amount of traffic on
the roads – traders heading to the town, some wandering yamabushi
and a little troupe of entertainers. The Spirit Hunters joined the
familiar road at last and settled into a quieter march, finally
seeing the Ishigi castle on the headland just beyond.

The sun grew low on the horizon. In the
town, streets thronged with people. Inns were taking in lodgers for
the night, and soon cooks would be busily making the evening meal.
Sakē booths were being opened, and peasants were returning from
their work out in the fields. Men from the garrison were drinking
at some inns, their laughter loud and easy.

A bridge led over a little river in the
centre of the town. Chiri walked side by side with Sura, while Kuno
and Tonbo marched somewhat to the rear. The castle was above –
comfortable inns were close at hand. Chiri walked onto the busy
bridge and gave a sigh of quiet relief.

“So we have the mirror! And we are in
time.” The rat felt herself relax. “We merely have to walk into the
castle and this mission is done.”

Sura held her spear up at an angle,
trying to keep the weapon out of the way of other pedestrians. She
flicked a brief glance up at the castle.

“No… we’re not going to do that.” The
fox drew her brows together in a frown. “We need to find a
messenger to take it for us.”

More traffic was entering the far end
of the bridge – a swarm of off-duty samurai from the castle. They
were in casual dress and heading for the expensive inns and
brothels at the far end of the town. Chiri tucked Daitanishi onto
her shoulder and hastened to keep up with Sura’s pace.

“Why is that, Sura san?”

The fox settled her straw hat down low.
“I have an intuition…”

As they passed by the samurai, a man in
the middle of the group looked up briefly at Sura. It was the
hatamoto from the moon-viewing party up at the castle – the
irritating man with the wide sideburns. He saw her flash of
recognition, and looked away.

Then as he passed her, the man
deliberately clacked the hilt of his sword against Sura’s
spear.

The samurai whirled, streaking his
sword out of its sheath and slicing down at Sura. The fox moved
like lightning, springing back and catching the sword blade with
the butt of her spear. In a movement she had practiced a thousand
times, she whipped her opponent’s sword blade downwards. Rather
than slice down with her lethal spear blade, she hammered the heavy
metal butt forward, slamming it into the man’s midriff with all her
weight behind it. The samurai staggered backwards, almost rammed
off his feet.

Six samurai drew swords and attacked
Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo. The furious melee walled Sura off from her
friends.

The Hatamoto had a hand clamped against
his stomach. He glared up at Sura in absolute hatred. He had two
men behind her, and another swordsman beside him, surrounding the
fox. Gripping his sword the man bellowed out across the crash and
ring of steel.

“You think yourself the equal of a
Hatamoto of clan Ishigi?” The man whipped his sword up into attack
position, matching the other men. They quivered, all preparing to
pounce.

“Honourless fox – die!”

The man gave a great scream of
rage – and then his men attacked.

Behind Sura, the battle moved
with blinding speed. One man had drawn on Kuno – a whip of steel so
swift that it came in the blink of an eye. Kuno had seen the first
flicker of the move and pounced inwards. The sword blow missed him.
He slammed his own sword hilt into his attacker, then drew his
blade in a lightning upwards cut. He slashed up through his man,
and then down again, killing him in his tracks.

The body blocked a second
assailant’s cut. Kuno crossed blades with the man – a skilled
opponent, but far too full of rage. Swords clashed as the men
manoeuvred. Kuno’s opponent made a sudden cut to the flank: Kuno
dodged and whipped his opponent’s sword up and away, countering
with a swift cut to his opponent’s waist, flicking the man’s sword
aside as it cut at him again and again. He chased the man back
level with Tonbo as the big man came crashing past, tangling with
two assailants at once.

Two men cut wildly at Tonbo’s
helm. Tonbo simply ignored one man – his sword strike was too weak
to penetrate armour. A huge blow of Tonbo’s tetsubo crashed down
through his opponent’s useless parry – splintering the man’s
shoulder and breaking his neck.

The tetsubo was a terrifying
thing to face in close quarters. Tonbo turned and caught a blow
from the other samurai on his iron haft. He bulled in, slamming his
breastplate forward to crash against the other man, bashing him
back and away. It made space for a powerful swing of the tetsubo,
crushing the man’s skull with a single blow and hammering the
corpse into the ground.

More men were coming – some
racing towards Sura at the far end of the bridge, others towards
Tonbo. He strode forwards, his iron staff swirling, stalking
towards the onrushing enemy like a huge steel troll. He crashed
into them head on, never slowing.

Chiri had leapt aside as she
was first attacked. Daitanishi cracked into her attacker’s face,
then Chiri’s razor-sharp natagama were out and whirring. One man
cut at her with blinding speed: she met the blade in a cross block,
wrenched his sword down, and scythed one of her hooked blades in a
circle. The blurring strike took her attacker’s hand off at the
wrist. The man staggered back, screaming. He crashed into another
samurai. The next swordsman made a deafening iai shout and
tried to slice at Chiri’s arm.

She flickered backwards,
changing her guard – threatening. Steel rang on steel as the man
tried to fight in past her blades. Suddenly he hammered his sword
down, trying to crash one of Chiri’s natagama clean out of her
hand.

The natagama was bashed
downward, but the rat was already moving, the other hooked blade
gaffing deep into the man’s ribs beneath his arm. She wrenched
backwards on the blade, twisting from her hips and slicing a
terrible wound through the man’s lungs. He staggered – and the rat
cut down into the back of his neck.

She stepped back, and the man
fell dead at her feet.

Chiri whirled. Kuno was close
by, tangled with a samurai who fought with lightning speed. But the
man was too savage, too angry. Kuno made a deliberate opening, his
point lowering and wavering. His enemy instantly leapt in to make a
savage downwards cut. Kuno whipped his own sword straight up and
into the incoming attack, glissing it aside. He cut down into the
Ishigi samurai’s forehead, killing him with a single perfect
blow.

Kuno and Chiri whirled. Tonbo
was at one end of the bridge, thundering into three Ishigi. Kuno
raced in to assist him. Chiri turned, and suddenly saw Sura
standing at the far end of the bridge.

The fox was surrounded by
enemies.

There were three men in front
of her, and three more behind.

The fox gave a masterful
demonstration of spear fighting.

A man came at her. She shot
forward and killed him with a swift spear thrust, her kiai
shout ringing out across the fight. She flicked the blade free,
whirled and cut down at the men who raced towards her from behind.
The lead attacker parried: the fox instantly pulled with her blade,
hooking his weapon and tugging it towards her. She thrust, slamming
the long cross-blade into the man’s throat.

The men behind her victim
stalled. Sura whipped about to see a swordsman slashing down at her
from behind. She sidestepped, catching the back of the sword with
her spear haft and wrenching the blade down and away. ‘Leaf Cutter’
whipped about in a glittering arc, Sura leaping forward to her
knees, scything the spear blade down at her target from shoulder to
calf. The man jerked back, the spear point slicing his robes. But
Sura instantly cut across into the man’s ankles. She hooked the
man’s ankle with the razor sharp cross-blade, pulled hard then
speared him as he fell.

The enemy samurai hesitated,
fearing to close in. Facing her alone to the front, the hatamoto
screamed out to the men behind.

“Fools! It’s just a fox with a
spear! It’s just a woman!” The man crashed a fist against his
breast. “I am Funaji Yorimasa – senior disciple of the Ryushima
koku! Son of the victor of the sea battle at Monojima. Descended in
the sixth generation from Funajni no Shinto Koremon, who fell at
the side of the retired emperor during the Joemon rebellion!”

Sura stood waiting – mocking
and arrogant. She lifted her spear, keeping it levelled at her foes
– passed it behind her neck, and coolly brushed her straw hat from
her head. She came powerfully en guarde.

The fox gave a great, raucous
augh.

“Samurai! I am Kitsune! My
ancestors taught the first emperor how to cheat at dice! They
taught the sun goddess how to dance, and the moon to sing. They
tricked the great centipede into leaving star tracks all across the
sky!” Leaf Cutter swirled down into a low guard, inviting attack.
“That is my pedigree, human!”

The samurai attacked. Sura met
them in a blur of steel.

On the streets behind, more
Ishigi samurai rushed in to attack Tonbo and Kuno. The two men were
well armoured. Tonbo smashed one man and catapulted him back into a
group of others, sending them flying. Kuno cut down two swordsmen
in rapid succession – but the enemy were closing in about them. At
the centre of the bridge, Chiri made three swift mudra
shapes with her fingers, then reached her hands down towards the
water. Her power pulled upwards from the river just below.

 


“Playmates from the rivers
deeps – your sister needs your aid!

Wave strike!”

 


Water elementals resembling
savage little eels whipped up from the water. They lashed into the
faces of the attacking Ishigi samurai. Tonbo instantly took
advantage, hammering two men down into bloody ruins. Kuno cut
through one blinded man – sliced another that tried to charge him,
then another. Suddenly the streets were clear.

Water elementals crashed into
the two men behind Sura, hurtling one man over the bridge railing
to the water.

Sura ignored them. She moved
forward smoothly towards Funaji Yorimasa. Her spear point lowered –
threatened. The man whipped back and went into a low guard. He
tried to cover her blade, but the fox twitched, her cross-blade
suddenly catching his sword and shoving, almost stripping the
weapon from his hand. A lunge lashed forward, and Leaf Cutter’s
long point caught the samurai’s left arm, springing blood. The man
gave a curse and fought clear, skipping wildly backwards as the
spear came after him with shocking speed.

Sura made a blurring set of
savage thrusts at the man’s torso. She skipped over his guard,
hitting him in the left shoulder. The samurai roared, hacking one
handed at the spear haft. Sparks struck from the long metal collar
that sheathed the haft. But Sura’s point was back on guard,
quivering – the fox jittering forward and opening her guard, trying
to provoke another strike.

The man shifted, trying to find
a proper opening – bleeding freely down his left arm. Townsfolk
were watching – every eye was on him. The man suddenly clashed his
sword against the spear and hurtled himself forward to close the
range.

The spear whipped tight around
his sword with monstrous power, beating his blade aside. Sura
lunged full force into the man, her whole body weight behind the
point. She slammed the point clear through the man’s heart, her
kiai shout ringing. Sura held the lunge, then whipped back
and away, twisting free her spear.

The samurai fell. He snarled at
her through bloody teeth, spitting his last breath.

“F-fox…!”

Tall and magnificent, looking
at her fallen foe in cold disdain, Sura spun her spear, then
flicked it clean of blood.

“Dog meat.”

The fox set her spear beneath
her arm, and turned to survey the street.

The bridge was littered with
dead – all of them Ishigi Ieyesu’s men from the castle. Tonbo
stood, armour battered but intact. Kuno and Chiri were stiff faced
and grim. Daitanishi flew swiftly over to Sura, making certain she
was unharmed. She put out a hand, and the little creature came and
rested on her shoulder.

One samurai lived. Minus a
hand, he sat in shock, staunching the wound. Sura walked to the man
and prodded at him with the butt end of her spear.

“You there. You are our
messenger. Tell Ishigi Ieyesu – mission accomplished.”

She tossed a copper coin at the
man.

“And also tell him – sorry
about the mess.”

Kuno came to Sura’s side,
bringing her discarded hat. He gazed down at the body of Funaji
Yorimasa lying in the street at her feet.

“The hatamoto from the poetry
recital…” Kuno considered the corpse. “This cannot have been a mere
grudge. Surely Ishigi Ieyesu would have ordered him to leave you
alone?”

Sura gave a snort.

“Surely.”

The fox gathered the others and
turned towards the open street.

“Let’s go. We have more of a
trip to make tonight.” She pointed with her chin towards a building
down the road. “There’s an imperial deputy’s office here. I have a
few letters I want to leave in his care.”

The fox settled her straw hat
back onto her head.

“… and a letter to Lord
Ishigi.”
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Chapter
7

A stark granite ridge thrust
outward from a mountain overlooking the sea.

A flat plateaux topped the
ridge beneath a wild outcrop of boulders, cliff and pine. Red torii
gates gleamed in amongst the trees – the colour glowing in the
light of the rising sun.

Dawn light struck and glittered
across the stones, lighting the stern and solid buildings set
amongst them. Armoured men in Ishigi Ieyesu’s service stood guard
at every gate and Ishigi retainers walked the walls, watching off
towards the slopes below.

Bifuuko and Daitanishi crept
out beneath a side gate on the dark side of the shrine. The nearby
guards had their backs to the gate, gathering about a little fire
and brewing tea. The elementals took careful stock of the
surroundings then turned to signal back into the darkness.

Moments later, a white rat
peeked in under the gate. She crouched, watching the guards,
gesturing behind her. A fox nose appeared under the gate next,
peered at the guards, then pushed under as the fox began to wriggle
through.

Kitsune Sura had a slight
struggle. The bag containing the sacred mirror had been tied to her
back, and it proved a little awkward. She cursed silently as the
cords caught on the rim of the gate above her.

The guards heard something. Men
stopped and looked up at the walls, but the wall guards were
peacefully walking their rounds. Everything seemed to be in order.
As the gate guards served themselves tea, Sura slipped out from
under the gate and joined Chiri and the elementals over in the
tangled roots of an old tree.

Chiri led the way forward, past
the residential buildings towards the main shrine itself. They
passed through the shadows of the prayer hall, flitting silently
behind the backs of yet more guards.

A locked treasure house at the
rear of the prayer hall was sealed with a heavy lock. It was no
real obstacle to the little group of intruders. Chiri quietly
summoned a pair of tiny wood elementals, who merged into the
timbers of the wall. They silently warped a wooden board, twisting
open a gap through which the animal spirits could squeeze into the
room.

Bifuuko hovered a little way
above, giving off a tiny glow. The light glittered off the
beautifully polished floors.

On an altar at the back of the
room, the Ishigi had installed a fake sacred mirror – a silver disc
wrapped in dozens of layers of silk bags. Chiri plucked at the
cords that tied the real sacred mirror to Sura’s back. Sura changed
into her half human form and crept carefully over to the altar. She
removed the fake mirror and replaced it with the genuine article.
The bag still regrettably smelled of mamono spittle, but it had
cleaned up fairly nicely.

Sura left a little origami rat,
fox and a pair of folded paper samurai on the altar beside the
mirror. She dusted off her hands, satisfied with a job well done,
then shrank back down into fox form. The fake mirror was swiftly
tied into place upon her back.

They were about to leave, when
Sura suddenly noticed great kegs of aged plum wine and sakē looming
in the dark. She turned and made a little noise of desire. Chiri
grimly planted her forehead against Sura’s flank. With the
elementals’ help, she forced the reluctant fox back out into the
open air, and the wood elemental sealed the wall shut behind
them.

The mountaintops were turning
pink with dawn sunlight. Moving happily off together, the animal
spirits, air elemental and rock elemental all flitted through the
grounds. They slipped out beneath a gate unseen, and vanished into
the dark woods.

In the shrine behind them, a
bell rang, and a priest bowed, welcoming the dawn.

 


 


Lord Ishigi arrived at the
seaside castle in the hours before noon. He was accompanied by his
own senior hatamoto – the generals, military advisors and veteran
bodyguards of the clan. With him came the most elite, highly
trained armoured Ishigi samurai – archers, lancers and scouts, all
superbly mounted. His youngest son Atsue commanded the vanguard,
galloping into town ahead of the main entourage. The entire force
had come swiftly from encamping far out in the country. They swept
into the castle and took command.

Armoured, cold and in a
clipped, foul temper, Lord Ishigi installed himself in the castle’s
main hall. He sat himself down with his page and bodyguards beside
him, and waved away a maid who offered food. He signalled to
another who had come bearing hot sakē, and drank two cups swiftly
down.

His eldest son Ieyesu knelt off
to one side – stone faced and trying to control a bitter rage. Lord
Ishigi finished his second cup of sakē, set the cup down, and
glared towards a waiting samurai, deeply displeased.

“She has sent a letter?”

The man gave a bow. Lord Ishigi
made a curt motion of his hand.

“Read it.”

The samurai bowed, then
unfolded a very formal letter written on maple paper. The
handwriting was eclectic and full of flair.

The samurai cleared his throat,
and read carefully out aloud:

 


“To Lord Ishigi Ieyesu, of
the house Ishigi – son of Lord Ishigi, Daimyo of the five
provinces, descendant of Emperors – Greetings from Kitsune Sura,
Spirit Hunter, Priestess of Fox Mountain. Ten thousand years to
your lordship!

 


We regret to inform your lordship that your
retainer saw fit to take resentment. He argued that a fox was not
of worthy enough lineage to sit at a stream with samurai. Sadly, he
discovered that he was in error. He now ponders the outcome of this
argument upon a lotus blossom, with a great many of his men. We
rejoice that his question was so simply answered! We wish him the
greatest of joy and success in other, future lives…”

 


Lord Ishigi rubbed his eyelids
with his fingertips. The samurai coughed, then read onwards:

 


“My lord will be overjoyed
to know that the mission we undertook for him proceeded with
absolute discretion and great success! Anticipating your needs, we
have replaced the mirror back where it belongs. It also that seems
imperial interest will smooth your lordship’s problems in the
future. Imperial guards and an imperial shugenja are now ensuring
that a theft such as this shall never happen again.

 


From now on, even a rat would
be hard put to enter the shrine! Rejoice! Your clan and your
esteemed father are saved!”

 


The samurai turned to another
sheet. This had pictures of happy dancing foxes painted in the
margins.

 


“I apologise for
communicating by letter, but it seems the most secure form of
communication. I have recently written a number of letters, and
sent them to many destinations. Who knows? Perhaps many people will
have the great joy of opening and reading them? I have asked the
recipients to keep these letters sealed, but should my
correspondence for some reason cease, I am certain that their
curiosity will get the better of them.

 


On reflection, it seems I must be a good correspondent
for a long time.

 


 


Your hundred koku is a useful
sum. We shall certainly drink your health upon it, and the health
of your father – and drink to the wisdom of your other
retainers.

 


Yours with affection, duty and deep
sincerity –

Kitsune Sura.”

 


The samurai folded the letter,
placed it closer to Lord Ishigi then bowed before withdrawing
away.

Lord Ishigi let his furious
glance rest upon his son.

“Fool! What were you thinking?
I asked you to do one simple task – to steal a mirror your men
already guarded!” Lord Ishigi banged a fan against his thigh. “How
did these mamono discover us?”

A figure in black knelt quietly
to one side. Her face veiled, the ninja leader Hako gave a
growl.

“She mocks you, my lord.”

“Of course she does!” Lord
Ishigi reached for the letter. “She is a fox. They do not suffer
fools!”

Ieyesu turned to his father –
anger sharp in his voice.

“They were the logical choice!
They could have been liquidated without comment! The secret would
have been safe!”

His father glared.

“You are a fool, Ieyesu. You
can thank the gods that foxes are not vindictive – otherwise she
could expose you and force your seppuku!” He tossed the letter over
to his son.

“You have been warned.”

Lord Ishigi breathed slowly –
controlling his rage, and his great dislike of his eldest son.

“You have cost me the affection
of intellects that could have been of incalculable value to the
clan.” He flicked his fan in dismissal. “Go! And if you take any
action against the Spirit Hunters, I will have your head.”

Ieyesu bowed in a cold fury of
shame and rage. He departed the room – heading to his own cronies.
Lord Ishigi angrily reached for his sakē cup, and filled it
himself.

Hako made a measured bow.

“My lord. You wished the mirror
stolen from the mountain temple, and the Akai-Nami stole. We
replaced the original with a copy. The theft would have been
unknown until the original was used to crown a new emperor.” The
ninja woman frowned.

“The Spirit Hunters have
exceeded your instructions. But the situation is retrievable. We
can re-enter the temple and again steal the mirror. This time there
will be no mamono at the new hiding place.”

Lord Ishigi was gazing out of
an open screen door, off towards the shore. He wearily waved a
hand.

“She knows, Hako san.
You do not try to kill a fox, and fail to pay for it. She has
forestalled us. She has let the imperial magistrates know that
something is wrong.”

The great lord gave a sigh.

“The three regalia will be
beyond our reach for ages to come. You must inform Lord Raiden that
this ploy has failed.” He nodded softly.

“There will be other
opportunities to achieve as much or better. Well done, Hako san.
The Akai Nami ninja indeed live up to Lord Raiden’s
recommendations. You may go with our thanks.”

Hako bowed low. She rose and
quietly left the room.

Lord Ishigi thought for a
while, glowering towards the sea. Finally he pushed back his sakē
flask in irritation. His bodyguards bowed to him as he arose, then
followed after as he strode towards the open porch that looked out
into the formal garden.

A cool, controlled Confucian
scholar sat on the open porch. He bowed to Lord Ishigi. In the
garden beyond, a bright, handsome youth dressed in armour was
talking merrily with some local guards. He was eighteen, with a
bright sparkle to his eye. He saw Lord Ishigi arrive, and hastened
over, still carrying his bow.

“Father!”

Lord Ishigi looked at the boy
in tired relief.

“Atsue.”

The lord stood, pondering the
garden and its winding stream. He finally turned and looked to the
scholar at his side.

“Tsurunomo san. Who would know
how to contact mamono?”

The scholar narrowed his eyes –
thinking.

“They are rare. Impossibly well
hidden. But the very oldest court families might perhaps have
secret contacts.”

“Yes…” Lord Ishigi nodded
slowly. “Perhaps even the oldest of them all.”

Lord Ishigi walked onwards a
few paces. He let his eyes rest upon Atsue. He walked up and put an
armoured hand upon the boy’s shoulder.

“Atsue, my son. Take four
bottles of our finest plum wine and deliver them to the Spirit
Hunters with my own personal compliments. They are at the
house of Imperial Deputy Fujishima.” He looked into the boy’s eyes,
making sure he understood. “You will be met by a fox – Kitsune
Sura. She will politely trick you into drinking first. Do so.” Lord
Ishigi nodded. “And then, ask her to teach you how to play
dice.”

Atsue blinked, feeling
mystified.

“Dice, father?”

“Dice.”

Atsue bowed to his father. He
set off on his mission with great industry and enthusiasm. Lord
Ishigi watching him go, then quietly turned away.

“We play a game – and it is
always best to learn lessons from a master.”

The lord paced for a while.
Finally, he turned to the scholar.

“Tsurunomo. We will write a
letter.”

The scholar bowed. He reached
for paper. “Who to, my lord?”

Lord Raiden schemed to create a
puppet shogun – he schemed to seize hold of the imperial regalia,
so that he could control the crowning of new emperors.

It had been an interesting
plan. But there was another player somewhere in the whole affair.
Someone cold – someone with contacts that included dark old
sorceries.

Lord Ishigi turned.

“We write to Prince
Horigawa.”

The great game had begun in
earnest at last.


Eleventh
Encounter:

Tears of
Ice
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Chapter
1

Snowfields glittered blue
beneath the light of a waning moon. Stark, icy mountains reared
high into the night, casting black shadows through the mountain
pass. A cold wind hissed across the jagged peaks, trailing
fragments of snow and ice across the skies.

The slopes of the tallest
mountain were deep in shadow. But over the snowfields lay the pass,
with the open lowlands far beyond.

Panting with fear, a young man
fled across the pristine snow. He lost his footing and stumbled,
slithering down an icy slope, crashing into saplings as he fell.
His bag of food and clothing tore away. The youth fell bouncing and
crashing down into ice smothered reeds.

Scrabbling wildly back onto his
feet, he risked a terrified glance back – but there was nothing
behind him but a skyline filled with empty snow. He backed away
then ran once more, stumbling onwards through the dark.

The youth crashed his way
through a frozen stream, half falling into the icy water.

Around him the air seemed to
crackle. Tiny particles of moisture turned to ice, glittering like
glass. More and more ice clung against his clothing, sheathing him
in a glittering silver skin.

He staggered, panting with
exhaustion, finally clinging against a black, broken tree that
stood alone beside a blank, white wall of ice. Dazed, he hung
against the frozen tree bark, gasping raggedly as he tried to catch
his breath.

A soft, faint sound came
drifting through the darkness. It was a shinobue flute –
soft and haunting. The notes seemed to curl and circle on the
freezing wind – coming first from one way, then another. The boy
turned about, hunting for the source of the sound.

The music became clearer – the
tune glimmering like moonlight. The youth released his death grip
on the tree and turned, his fear fading. He listened in
fascination, trying to narrow down the sound.

The flute’s notes were calling.
The boy stepped away from the tree – his steps faltering at first,
then stronger. He climbed up a slope and suddenly the song was
there.

He heard the notes at last –
the music – measured, pure and perfect. The boy looked off along
the pass to see a silhouette standing framed against the narrow
moon. Graceful, bewitching and perfect, it walked onwards in the
dark.

The song called – and the boy
followed. He walked numbly on into darkness, his footsteps slowly
filling with soft, new-fallen snow…

 


 


Morning light shone brilliantly
from clean white mountains above. A few pine trees stood dark and
green above the mountain pass, snow clumping high inside their
boughs. Here and there, huge rocks glittered with long dagger
blades of ice, making the mountains sparkle with countless points
of light.

Kitsune Sura was well dressed
for the cold. She had straw boots and leggings, a padded robe
trimmed with fur, and a warm fur hat. She was also in her part
human, part fox form, and thus had a nice warm coat of her own fur.
Chiri stood beside her – a petite little figure well wrapped in
blue winter robes. The fox was avidly talking and trading with an
odd little gaggle of creatures that had come out onto the
rocks.

The creatures were mountain
goblins – grey skinned, squat and powerful. The creatures looked
something like a cross between a toad and a monkey, with great
bristling manes of hair and wicked, clashing fangs. The goblins
were loud and excitable, and much given to swapping jokes. They
seemed quite at home with kitsune, and were bargaining avidly with
Sura, trying to sell her tall green bottles of wine.

Tonbo and Kuno stood a few
paces away, their breath huffing out in clouds of mist. Tonbo’s
head was still more stubble than hair. He had wrapped a warm cloth
about his head to stop the mountain cold from striking home. His
armour clanked as he stamped his straw boots, treading down the
snow.

Kuno saw money twinkle as Sura
reached an agreement with the goblins. She eagerly gathered up six
bottles, cramming some into her backpack and some into Chiri’s.
Kuno blinked as he saw the goblins running off, gaily tossing their
new-won silver coins into the air. He hastened forward in
alarm.

“How much did you just pay for
that?”

“A bargain! Just a silver piece
each.” She seemed amazed that Kuno was not overjoyed. “Hey – it’s
goblin wine! This stuff’s amazing!”

Kuno stared at the goblins,
bemusedly bowing to them as the creatures waved farewell.

“They seem… eclectic.” Kuno
blinked. “I have never seen one so close before.”

“Oh – they’re great guys. Live
in cliff towns. Great fighters – damned nasty if you cross ‘em!”
Sura hoisted her pack onto her back. “But we love those guys. They
drop in on the kitsune lands to trade.” The fox patted at her pack.
“Ooh – it’s the good stuff! You’re going to love it!”

Kuno looked dubiously at the
bottles.

“Goblin wine…? How do they make
it?”

The fox gave an easy wave of
her hand. “It’s alcohol. You take fruit, step on it, then leave it
in the sun until it turns offensive!” She leaned in to whisper into
Kuno’s ear. “Take my aunt’s advice! Never ask too many details
about something you intend to put in your mouth!”

Kuno sighed, declining to
comment. He looked about the mountain pass with its soaring peaks,
snow drifts and frozen rocks, and planted a fist upon his hip.

“This is not a shortcut to the
beach!” He fixed a dark, suspicious glower upon the fox. “Why are
we up here again?”

“It’s a surprise! I have a
plan! A really cool plan! You guys will love this!” Sura coaxed
everyone onwards up the pass. “Trust me – I’m a fox!”

The mountain pass led to a
little crest, where paths diverged. A large offering stone stood at
the top – a great black boulder that had been circled with a
twisted, tasselled rope. Chiri had walked ahead to inspect the
giant stone. She looked in wonder at the beautiful icy peak that
loomed above.

The rat spirit had wrapped her
long pink tail with fur, which rather weighed it down. She pushed
back the hood of her coat, exposing pink ears to the cold. She
listened to the high mountain – the sounds of wind and trees and
ice. She could feel strange currents amongst the elementals here:
an eerie sense of hidden power.

Sura came wading through the
shin-deep snow to join her. The fox was puffing out her breath,
enjoying the steam. She stood with Chiri and looked joyously over
the snow-smothered woods and mountain tops. She looked quite
stunning in the snow – wonderfully merry and alert.

“Isn’t this great?” Sura looked
about herself in delight. “Wow! It’s been too long since I got up
into the snow!”

“It is indeed majestic.” Chiri
was quite amazed at the scale and clarity of the view. “I have
never been so high before.”

“Do they have mountains where
you grew up?”

“Quite modest ones, compared to
these.” Chiri quietly laid a hand upon the sacred stone. “I grew up
on the shores of the great lake. The mountains there were green –
nowhere near as tall.”

Chiri enjoyed the view, but
found their presence on the mountaintop a little puzzling. The rat
spirit looked to Sura in puzzlement.

“Sura san. Please forgive me –
but is this truly the best route to the coast?”

The fox idly waved a hand.

“Absolutely! That is if you
want to find the sweetest, most private hot spring resort in the
whole damned world!”

Kuno and Tonbo were nearby.
Both turned, brows raised. Chiri blinked at Sura in surprise.

“Hot springs?”

“Hot springs! With an inn, and
big deep baths that bubble!” Sura almost danced with enthusiasm.
“And maybe even some of those monkeys running around so we can feed
‘em!”

Kuno pushed back his hat, quite
mystified by the whole idea.

“I do not understand. What are
we supposed to do at these hot springs?”

Sura pranced across the snow.
“Sod all! Lie back, sponge about and have some girl walk all over
your back.” Sura struck a pose. “People – we are taking a week’s
holiday!”

Sura’s announcement was met
with confusion. Tonbo frowned, then scowled, then planted his
tetsubo down upon the snow.

“There is work we should be
doing.”

“Hey – and we’ve been doing
it!” The fox turned about, her tail fluffing up in protest. “We
have bashed monsters, banished spirits, fled screaming from ghosts
– rescued kids, escaped giant spiders. And now we finally have a
hundred koku we can spend!”

Tonbo gave a growl. “We’re down
to eighty.”

“Eighty! Whatever! We are all
going to spend one week doing absolutely nothing. We deserve it!
This place is basically deserted – no one will come running up
wanting us for jobs. One week of absolute lazy, pointless
bliss!”

The other Spirit Hunters were
not yet swayed. The two samurai were clearly going to fall back
upon their unflagging sense of duty. Chiri was slightly accursed
with a conviction that if she was idling about, she was somehow
making other people work harder to fill the gap. All very noble –
and all quite irritating. Sura decided it was time to bring forth
the absolute, the ultimate weapon. She slowly drew a breath,
balanced her stance, and brought her hands together in front of her
chest.

Sura clapped her hands
together, pleading. Her tail and fur fluffed out like a children’s
toy, and she flashed wide green eyes at one and all.

“Eeee! The fox eyes! Look into
the limpid fox eyes!” She turned to Kuno. “Wook! I speak in cutsie
foxy voice!” She turned into fox form, letting her clothing, gear
and armour fall. The fox fluffed out, dancing and prancing up and
down.

“Gleeeeeeee!”

Kuno stomped a foot.

“Stop that! Don’t go fluffy! I
hate it when you go fluffy!”

“Glee! Bow to my foxy
power!”

Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo all
looked along the mountain pass, slowly being swayed to Sura’s plans
for a holiday. They tried to ignore the dancing fox, and took the
idea into clear, sensible consideration.

Kuno folded his arms and looked
at the paths leading away over the snow. He winced, feeling a
slight – ever so slight – sense of agreement.

“I suppose we will be more
efficient once we have recovered our spirit somewhat…”

Chiri suddenly felt extremely
worn. She wistfully looked out over the snow.

“Hot springs…” The beautiful
rat spirit gave a sigh. “Oh – just to lie about and relax for a
long, long while…”

Tonbo gave a grumble.

“We should not squander our
funds.”

Sura finally stopped
dancing.

“Look – what’s it going to
cost? Ten? We’d still have seventy left! That’s enough to keep us
going for another year. We live on the road and eat bugs – it’s not
like we have overheads.” She rubbed against Tonbo’s shins like a
cat. “Oh come on! I had a cousin come here eight years ago – she
said it was heaven! You know you all want to!” The fox ran over and
posed beside her backpack. “Hey hey! I have goblin wine…!”

Chiri looked pleadingly back at
Kuno and Tonbo. Kuno wavered. Tonbo saw Sura taking a breath to
start another wild oration, and decided to cut her off before it
could begin. He shouldered his tetsubo and turned to face the
trail.

“Very well. If it really is
this way…”

Sura was utterly overjoyed.
Diving deep into her clothing she wriggled about, then shot back
into her half fox-half human form. She leapt up, spear in hands and
backpack streaming snow and ice. She took Chiri on her arm, and
they hurried on together, eagerly forging a path through the
snow.

Tonbo and Kuno watched over
them, shaking their heads. Still – it was wonderful to see them
light-hearted and carefree. Tonbo looked to Kuno, gave a shrug, and
walked after Sura and Chiri, wanting to be on hand in case they
blundered into an avalanche or a crevasse.

Kuno halted. He turned, eyes
narrowed, suddenly sensing something in the air.

There was a presence – a sense
of being watched. The handsome samurai stroked his moustache,
carefully examining the glacier that clung against the mountain.
But nothing moved – nothing stood out against the rocks and ice.
There was just the sparkle of snow, and the soft sound of wind in
the top of the tall pines.

Tonbo had also halted. He had
turned to look back at the little pathway that led back down to the
plains. The big man swept his gaze carefully across the tree line,
looking for the slightest hint of something wrong.

Kuno scowled.

“More mountain goblins?”

“Perhaps.” Tonbo made a last
careful search. He finally slung his long iron club across his
shoulder.

“Stay close to the others.”

Kuno nodded. He followed after
Chiri and Sura, hurrying to catch up.

Far back along the pass, a
sudden great rush of snow came tumbling down a slope. The avalanche
was almost silent – a great shush of slithering powder and ice. It
flowed down over the path back to the plains, filling the narrowest
point with a great, soft gush of snow.

Tonbo watched for a moment. But
nothing more moved. No sounds came from the mountains.

Sura called, urging him to
hurry. The big man watched the way behind them for a few moments
more, then moved into the great, wide saddle of the pass.

Behind them, a last few clumps
of snow fell onto the trail – then all was still.

 


 


A village nestled in a gorgeous
little alcove between two arms of the mountain peak. Pine forest,
snow and vast regions of glittering ice climbed high above. The
houses were well built and numerous – though oddly quiet in the
snow.

Most spectacularly of all – a
fog of steam seemed to hang over the edges of the village. Boiling
springs welled and bubbled up out of the rocks, splashing down into
hot streams that pooled amongst the boulders. To Sura’s great
delight, little tribes of monkeys were lounging about the rocks.
They lazed in steaming pools, looking like the lords of all
creation. Sura bowed to the nearest apes, acknowledging fellow
sages. She left them in possession of a fine, sliced peach.

The hot springs had a tart,
sharp scent. Plants grew green and lush near the borders of the
warm streams, and the rocks were clear of snow. The Spirit Hunters
walked through straggling woods and snowfields – past silent farm
huts and old fences, on into the edge of the village.

Hot water cascaded down rocks
in a brilliant waterfall, to be met by yet more springs – all of
them welling up into wide pools fenced with trees and shaded by
thatched rooves. On the rocks above, a large, beautifully decorated
inn stood waiting for visitors. The pathway was lined with rough
stone carvings of frogs and fish. Chiri and Sura delighted in the
view. Bifuuko and Daitanishi came creeping out of their shelter
inside Chiri’s robes, and flew about above a marvellous little
stream. The two animal spirits ran along after them, full of
eagerness and joy. Kuno and Tonbo walked along the path behind
them, trying to act with far more dignity.

The village stretched off along
a little road to one side. Stone steps led up and down to different
side streets. There seemed to be shops and tea houses –
restaurants… All the makings of a vibrant life.

Villagers came out of their
doors to watch the newcomers arriving. They were a silent people:
women, children and old men all mutely gazing at the visitors. One
woman saw Kuno and put a hand over her mouth. She turned and
hurried away. Other people looked down at the ground.

Kuno stopped and looked back
for a moment at the village – but all seemed well. The people moved
on about their affairs. He frowned for a moment, then followed on
after his friends.

They came into the yard of the
huge old inn. The gardens were half covered in snow, with the paths
unswept. Dozens of trees shaded the steep eaves and covered
walkways. Sura came treading up the front path, laughing merrily
with Chiri. A middle-aged woman came out of the inn’s front door
and looked at them all in surprise. The woman hurried back indoors,
then emerged again followed by a glowering young man.

The young man had a puckered,
disfiguring scar that ran top to bottom on his face, mercifully
missing his eye. He kept his face hidden away, brooding back in the
shadows of the porch.

The woman was a handsome,
sturdy creature, with a very concise manner about her. She came
forward to the edge of the porch, and gave a quiet bow.

“Travellers. You are welcome.
This is the Inn of Mists.”

Sura mounted the steps and
bowed happily in return. She was bright and merry in the snow.

“Inn mistress san! I am
Priestess Kitsune Sura. This is Nezumi Chiri – Tsunetomo Tonbo and
Asodo Kuno.” She planted her spear and joyously brushed back her
fur hat, her fox muzzle bright with smiles. “We want your finest
accommodation!”

The Inn Mistress seemed
strangely reticent. She glanced back at the inn, then turned back
and bobbed her head.

“How long will it please you to
stay?”

“Oh – a month!”

Tonbo glowered. “A week.”

Sura gave an easy shrug. “Eh –
a week, then.” She tilted her head, ears pricked, puzzled by the
lack of joy in the Inn Mistress’ face. “Are there rooms?”

The Inn Mistress seemed
dejected. But she gave a nod. “Yes. Yes, priestess.” She bowed in
apology. “We – we never get visitors in the winter. Were not the
passes closed?”

Sura happily climbed up the
steps, banging snow from her straw boots. “Yeah, the main pass was
closed. But we came up through a side path to see the mountain
goblins! They showed us the other way through.” Sura looked around
at the mountain peaks, the snowy forest and the steam, absolutely
enchanted. “Wow. This is beautiful.”

The inn mistress looked to the
mountain.

“Thank you, honoured priestess.
We – we pray that your stay will be a happy one.” The woman bobbed
her head to the young man in the shadows. “Domei my son, please
assist our guests with their baggage. Show them to the best
rooms.”

The young man shot his mother a
look of veiled hatred. She suffered it without comment. Domei came
down to the guests, bowed, and assisted Sura and Chiri with their
boots. Taking some of the visitor’s packs, he then led the way
inside.

The inn mistress bowed as her
visitors entered the inn. She set everything to rights, then seized
hold of a broom, whisking fragments of snow and ice from the
threshold.

As quickly as she started, she
suddenly stopped, then turned and looked up at the great icy peak
that loomed above the village.

The woman watched the edges of
the forest for a moment, then backed away in fear. Hastening back
inside the inn, she firmly shut the doors.
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Chapter
2

Afternoon sun glittered from the high mountain,
sparkling from the snow that sat upon the thatched rooves of the
inn. Hot water from the upper springs splashed down in a waterfall,
sending drifts of steam floating along the rocks. Here and there, a
monkey wandered along the boulders, picking bits of greenery.
Bright plants grew amongst the rocks, with pine trees looming dark
green above the rocky pools.

Paths beside the inn led to a great, rocky
spring. Water surged up out of the heart of the mountain, boiling
hot. It splashed up over a wide line of rocks to cascade down into
the bathing pools below.

Dressed in a very brief yukata robe, Sura
sat by the spring. She was in her human form with her hair all
pinned up and cheeks pink with the cold. She was happily putting
eggs into little cloth slings, ready to set them into the springs
to boil. She sang a raucous little song at the top of her voice as
she merrily worked away.

 


“Oooooh! Pat pata funi funi, pat pata hoe hoe!

Pat pata funi funi, tamago!

 


Pat pata funi funi, pat pata
hoe hoe!

Pat pata funi funi,
tam-tamago!”

 


Kuno arrived, walking down the
path with great dignity. He wore a long simple robe and wooden
sandals, with his long hair bound carefully back. He kept his long
sword and short sword with him. The man paused, standing regally
amongst the steam, and watched Sura as she set her little cloth
packets into the roiling waters.

“What are you
singing?”

“The egg song!” Sura fetched
several piping hot cloth packets from the spring, fishing them out
by the long tails knitted into the cloth. “A lizard girl taught
me!”

Kuno blinked in astonishment.
“A lizard!”

“They eat eggs!” Sura paused in
the middle of unwrapping boiled eggs from the cloth. “Actually, she
used to just sort of eat them whole and spit out the shells. All
the bits were still linked together. Cool party trick!” The fox
shook her head in admiration. “Now that girl could eat.”

Discovering a fleck of gravel
in one sandal, Kuno made the mistake of slipping off both sandals
and standing barefoot on the path. He immediately hopped about and
hastily put his footwear back on. The paths were actually hot! He
looked swiftly up – but thankfully the fox was busy making snacks,
and had failed to notice his little faux pas.

Sura set out her tray,
arranging cups, drinks and snacks with a sprig of pine needles in a
vase for good measure. “Right! Eggs eggs eggs! Sakē – sakē. Pork
dumplings, fried venison, rice cakes. Goblin wine!” She reached
down beside the spring in triumph. “Ah – and the duck!”

Hidden out of sight had been a
tray piled with duck legs, duck wings, sauce and piles of little
rolled pancakes. The fox looked upon it as a masterpiece. “Ah!
Crispy fried duck in little pancakes! Thank the gods they have a
proper chef!”

Kuno looked at the great
steaming pile of crispy duck, and Sura’s platter of meaty treats.
He folded his arms in disapproval.

“Animal flesh! And in such
quantities! That is most un-Buddhist!”

“Hello? For the eleven
billionth time, I am not a Buddhist!” Sura balanced her trays with
cheerful grace. “Get with the program! ‘Way of the Fox’, man! We’re
sort of spiritual old-school Taoists. You know – the fun kind!”

The samurai gave a scowl. “Even
so, you are a priestess. A medium! Someone you know could have been
reborn as that animal!”

“Yeah – well, then they should
have learned how to dodge!” The fox spied a monkey perched on a
rock nearby. “Ooh – I wonder if monkey tastes any good?”

“There are times when you are
most insufferable.”

The fox struck a pose. “Yeah,
but I look cute in just a robe!”

She hefted her two trays and
began heading down the steps towards the baths. She waved a tail
towards the springs.

“Those eggs are for you guys!
Now hurry up – Chiri’s already in there!”

The male and female baths were
separated by a little rocky causeway topped by a bamboo fence. Sura
headed down towards the female baths, swaying with disturbingly
supple elegance. Kuno pulled his own robe straight, turned aside,
and settled down to retrieve the boiled eggs one by one out of the
spring.

Domei appeared, the scarred
young man sourly leading Tonbo towards the pools. Tonbo was dressed
in a thin yukata robe, carried sword and dagger in his belt, and
still had his immense tetsubo slung over one shoulder. He nodded to
Kuno, and stood gazing suspiciously out over the steam and
snow.

Sura’s voice carried from
further down the steps.

“Tonbo! Put the weapons down!”
The fox gave a snort. “We need to talk with you about relaxation
procedures…”

Tonbo just held onto his weapon
and scowled.

Kuno gathered up the eggs in a
little towel. Domei stood waiting, then bowed and showed the way
down towards the mens’ baths.

They descended past rocks
dotted with monkeys and trees heavy with snow. They passed a great
rock statue of a frog, then came at last to the baths.

A great, broad pool was fed by
sparkling, splashing steams that tumbled down from the boiling
springs above. There were areas shaded by thatched rooves above,
but most of the pool was open to the sky, with rocks set here and
there as little islands in amongst the steam.

Stools and little bathing
buckets sat over to one side. The young man silently indicated
their presence, bowed, and immediately took his leave.

Apparently no one would be
helping to wash backs or collect towels. There were no servants or
bath assistants. Kuno was oddly pleased: the place seemed best
appreciated in absolute peace. The echo of water, the splash and
spill of the streams – the faint scent of pine mingling with the
sharp smell of mineral water. It was all soothing – in some way,
haunting. Kuno turned slowly, looking up at the mountain peak
framed against a clear blue sky.

The inn’s mistress arrived,
carrying a tray laden with bottles, little dumplings and bean
cakes. She bowed gravely to her guests, and set the tray down close
to the edge of the water.

“Forgive me for disturbing you,
but my son neglected to bring the refreshments.” The woman bowed
again. “I have brought buckwheat wine – a speciality of the region.
I hope this will be to your satisfaction.”

Tonbo turned and frowned up the
path, where Domei could be seen walking back towards the inn. The
samurai folded his arms.

“Your son is disrespectful to
you.”

The woman resignedly hung her
head.

“He resents me for his face,
honoured guest. It is nothing we can change.”

“He is a fool, to blame you for
an accident.”

“Quite so, samurai – but it is
a burden I am willing to bear.” The woman arose, and gave a quiet
bow.

“Please do not trouble yourself
over the trials of my humble family. Cold drinks are in the snow
bucket beside the pool. I shall prepare dinner for you to eat at
sunset. The fox priestess has made many challenging requests.”

The woman quietly departed,
walking back up amongst the monkeys and the snow.

Kuno walked to the bathing
stools. He set his swords aside, removed his robe and loincloth,
folding both neatly and setting them on a bench nearby.

Sitting on a stool, he scooped
water from the pool and washed himself. He unbound his long hair,
soaped and rinsed the long locks, then tied then back with a length
of twisted silk.

Kuno winced slowly and
gratefully into the steaming hot baths. He relaxed inch by inch,
finally submerged up to his neck. He gave a sigh, then swam over to
the edge of the pool and placed a cool, folded towel atop his
head.

On the far side of the fence,
splashes announced that Chiri and Sura were in the baths and
enjoying themselves. Kuno lazily rolled his head, looking over to
the edge of the nearby pool where Tonbo still stood looking out
towards the forest.

“Sura san has made one of her
better decisions. The water is heavenly. A delicious contrast to
the cold mountain air.” Kuno leaned back to lounge against the rim
of the pool. “Are you coming in, Tonbo san?”

The big samurai was carefully
scanning the woods, staring at them with unrelenting, scowling
attention.

“There was a presence back in
the mountains. A sense of oppression in the village…” Tonbo turned
and looked back towards the inn. “Something is going on here…”

Sura’s head popped up over the
bamboo fence. Dripping wet and flushed pink from the hot water, the
fox scowled over at Tonbo.

“Tonbo! We are on holiday!”
Sura wagged a finger. “Just because a group of investigators go to
a place does not mean that an age old mystery just has to
come to a head right there and then! What are the odds that just
because we’re here, something evil is going to happen?” She hitched
herself up – her cleavage rather pneumatically topping the fence
 and pointed a commanding finger over
towards the water. “Now get in that bath, or I’ll hit you with a
monkey!”

Tonbo shook his head and
gestured towards the village. “The villagers…”

“Nuh-uh! Monkey!” Sura kept
pointing at the water. “In!”

There were plenty of monkeys in
easy flinging range. Tonbo frowned, but decided to let the matter
slide – at least for the moment. He set his tetsubo in easy reach,
removed his yukata and sat down to wash himself. Satisfied that the
man was headed into the bath at long last, Sura turned and went
back to her own pool.

Gloriously relaxed and utterly
naked, Chiri lounged over at the far side of the pool, where hot
water curtained downwards in a delightful little waterfall. The rat
spirit was surrounded by sakē cups, empty wine bottles and empty
snack plates. Her long white hair floated about her like a dream.
Daitanishi drifted happily beside her in a sakē cup, and Bifuuko
sat on her forehead, fanning at her brows. The rat gave a lazy yawn
and rolled her head to watch Sura approach.

Sura was gorgeously pink and
naked. She slipped into the water beside Chiri – not forgetting to
bring the goblin wine. Chiri dreamily lifted a foot out of the
water and wiggled her fine pink toes.

“What is it that concerns Tonbo
san?”

“Nothing that’s going to matter
a bit…” Sura passed over a brimming cup of wine. She lounged back,
enjoying the gorgeous sound of the little waterfall. “Peace and
quiet at last!”

They clinked cups and
drank.

It was a beautiful day on the
mountain. Sura and Chiri downed duck pancakes, duck legs and
venison. The goblin wine was as sweet as whispered promises, and
could apparently double as a household cleaning product. Sura felt
a decided buzz – flushing even pinker – and lounged back to rest
against a beautiful smooth rock.

Daitanishi bobbed past – caught
in a rough eddy of water from the waterfall. Sura reached over and
lifted him up, depositing him safe and sound in her cleavage. The
rock buzzed, beamed, and snuggled down in warmth and sheer
luxury.

Sura beamed.

“There we go!”

Peace and quiet at long, long
last.

 


 


Sunset came and painted the icy
mountain peak with scarlet, pink and gold. As the first stars
glittered, the Inn of Mists became the site of unaccustomed
revelry. Sura was in fine voice, and even Kuno saw fit to sing.
Drink flowed freely, and the kitchens performed prodigies to
delight the heart of any fox. The windows of the guest room
streamed with light, even though the rest of the rambling of
building stayed quite dark.

Dinner was a thing of truly
monumental proportions – an epic fit for song and fable. There were
crayfish served in a tart sauce, roasted ribs from a wild boar,
venison, dried abalone and a great plate of golden roasted quails.
There were bowls of purple rice, little cakes and crystallised
fruit – and a great many flasks of wine.

Sura ate like a beast
possessed: wise diners kept their hands well clear of her teeth.
She shifted to her half-and-half form – possibly because her fox
muzzle gave her more volume for seizing and swallowing food. The
fox ate and laughed, ate and drank – then ate some more. She fed
Chiri choice titbits – she fed Tonbo choice titbits, and poured
Kuno the finest goblin wine.

An hour later, the entire room
was covered with wreckage. Like some terrible battlefield, it was
filled with bones. Plates held the remains of pork ribs and quails.
Bottles lay empty on their trays.

Kuno sat in quiet dignity,
eating sparingly from a selection of little bowls. Tonbo was
definitely heading for more of the wild boar, and had already eaten
most of the mushrooms.

Chiri and Sura both lay on the
tatami mats, utterly prostrate. They were stuffed far beyond the
bounds of all reason. Sura was still groping for cakes, but Chiri
was looking rather ill. Bifuuko fanned Chiri’s face, while
Daitanishi perched upon her belly and watched her with a
thoughtful, quizzical look upon his face.

The rat turned towards Sura,
and weakly tried to raise her head. There was a distinct
possibility that she might be sick.

“Oooh… Oh holy Buddha
 I cannot fit another bite!”

Sura vaguely flailed one hand.
She had to swallow hard before she could find strength to talk.

“No – don’t… don’t give up on
yourself. Be strong! We can fit another course!”

Tonbo heaped his bowl with more
rice, sauce, half a dozen ribs and a dumpling. He tasted the
dumpling and gave a deep grunt of approval.

“Good.”

The mistress of the inn entered
bearing a tray filled with little sweet peach puddings and fresh
persimmons. Sura shot back up into seated position, duty bound to
be ready for the next course. The mistress bowed, setting the tray
before her guests.

Sura eagerly took charge of a
little bowl of pudding. She tasted it, and rolled her eyes in
bliss. She immediately wolfed down a little slice of persimmon. It
had been very faintly dusted with spice.

“Ooh! These aren’t even in
season!” Some of the little puddings were apricot, and some were
peach. Sura took charge of one of each, eyes bright and tail
wagging. “Thank you! Oh man this is good!”

The fox indulged herself. The
inn mistress nodded a bow  touched at
being so appreciated. Kuno smiled to her, and bowed in return.

“Thank you, honoured hostess.
You are clearly used to dealing with animal spirits.”

The woman gave a little nod,
tinged with sad reminiscence.

“Yes, samurai. In my husband’s
day, we had many animal spirits as guests. Wolves and bears from
the northern islands, cat spirits, foxes…”

Kuno looked at her.

“But no longer?”

“No longer, samurai san.”

The inn mistress cut the
conversation short by bowing and rising. She moved out into the
hall, bowed again and closed the door behind her.

Tonbo watched the door. He
slowly stroked his chin, pondering carefully…

“She is very reticent…” He
narrowed his eyed. “Perhaps too reticent…”

Sura looked up from her
pudding, pointing a spoon in warning.

“Uh! Holiday!”

Tonbo wrinkled his nose, but
reluctantly let the matter fall.

A nice charcoal brazier kept
the room warm, and it was wonderful not to be doing anything in
particular. Sura gave a happy sigh: even Daitanishi seemed pleased
with life. The fox patted at her belly and gave a great, contented
sigh.

Outside the inn, the weather
seemed cold but still. A distant wind moaned about the high
mountain peak, but here in the village dell, all was quiet. Steam
rose and floated off amongst the trees, and the snowfields
glittered in the moonlight.

Finally, Chiri placed hands
upon her stomach, prodding to see if she was about to burst.

“Ooh – I think I’m going to be
sick!”

Sura stifled yawn. She fetched
a bottle of plum wine and two cups, then scooped up Daitanishi and
set him on her shoulder. The fox prodded at Chiri, trying to coax
her onto her feet.

“Come on! Let’s go to the
baths! We can sponge about by lamp light and get pleasantly
ratted.”

The rat tried to wave Sura
away. “No more food! No more drink!”

Sura blinked. “But what about
our midnight snack? I ordered us a midnight snack! Honey cakes with
apricots!”

Chiri immediately lifted her
head.

“With the honey all
crystallised?”

“Turning into crunchy sugar
crystals – I swear!”

Chiri bit her lip and sat up.
“Well – maybe just the midnight snack – after a bath.”

Sura and Chiri arose and headed
towards their room, where robes and towels awaited them. Chiri
turned to Kuno as she tied back her hair.

“Will you both be heading to
the baths as well, Kuno san?”

Night time – the steam and snow
in the moonlight. Lanterns glowing beside the waterfall. It sounded
quite enchanting. Kuno nodded and arose.

“I shall follow you.”

Tonbo scowled. “Take your
weapons. Have the elementals scout the area first.”

Sura stood in the door and
glared at the man.

“Does the word ‘relaxation’
mean something radically different to you? I’m just asking…” The
fox hoisted two bottles of wine by their cords and slung them from
her spear. “There. Happy? We’re armed!” She took Chiri by the arm.
“Come on Chiri! Let’s get tiddled and swap lewd stories in the
nude!”

The rat positively blushed.
“Sura!”

“Well we have to do something
to make the guys peep! It took me all afternoon to loosen the
third fence paling from the right! Come on!”

The two women fetched robes and
towels, then made their way together out into the rock gardens
behind the inn. Bifuuko and Daitanishi whirred ahead of them,
Bifuuko emitting a gentle blue-white glow.

Outside, the moon shed a faint
shimmer of light, struggling through ghost-grey clouds. The air was
sharp and chill, filled with the splash and patter of the streams
and waterfalls. Chiri carried a lantern – but the moon gave just
enough light to show the way. The elementals buzzed about the
pools, peeking into the shadows, but were clearly satisfied. The
monkeys had retired to their various beds, and everything was
quiet.

The mountain peak was
apparently in the grips of icy winds. The distant mountaintop
moaned, shedding snow into the sky. But the storm remained high
overhead and far away. The trees all about the village were silent,
and the breeze was still. The only sign of the storm was a few
soft, fat snowflakes that came settling gently down across the
village rooves. The particles melted in the warmth of the springs,
vanishing before they could touch the ground.

Thick clouds were gathering in
the distance. Chiri looked at the deep, dramatic skies, and gave a
sigh.

“I think I shall write some
stories while we are here. This place seems almost magical.” She
turned to gaze off towards the inn. “The passes must block with
snow. Perhaps that is why the innkeeper was so surprised to see
us?”

Sura turned around, looking
delightedly up at the snow.

“I guess. Wow… These snowflakes
are so beautiful.”

There was a slight note of
wistfulness in Sura’s voice – a hint of old memories. Chiri hugged
her robes about herself and stood with her friend, looking up into
the falling snow.

“Is there much snow upon
Kitsune Mountain?”

“Eh – some winters it can snow.
But the mountains behind the actual official kitsune
mountain – yeah, they sure get dusted. Some of the foxes love it.”
Sura shook her head. “I have a kind-of cousin. He’s a white fox.
Handsome as a god, and the guy damned well knows it. His sept
pretty much run the main snowfields back there.” The fox gave a
sigh of pure, fond reminiscence. “Yeah – I shaved his tail once,
right before a party.”

Chiri looked at Sura, looking
somewhat aghast. Sura gave an innocent wave of her hand.

“Hey, I had to! He was sleeping
out where anyone could just find him!”

Chiri decided to let it slide.
But she raised one quizzical brow in interest.

“He was a kind of
cousin?”

The fox gave a shrug, keeping
her eyes upon the snow.

“Yeah – well, I was adopted.
Sort of taken under the wing of the clan mistress. Nice folks – a
little stuffy.”

Kuno appeared at the head of
the steps above. Sura stirred out of her reverie, hefted her wine
bottles and jogged Chiri, jerking her thumb towards the baths.

“Right! We should get in there
and broil! We have a lot of hard relaxation to get on with!”

Chiri flicked an eye up at Kuno
– trying hard to hide her face. She blushed slightly and cleared
her throat.

“I may just join you in a
moment, Sura san. I have just remembered something I wanted to
do.”

Sura arched her eyebrows,
divining what was going on. With a concealed, arch little smile,
she drifted innocently off towards the baths.

“I think I’ll go feed the
monkeys! Way way waaaaay over there!” Sura gathered up the two
wandering elementals, who were keen to hover about and eavesdrop.
“Nuh-uh! This way! Come on!”

The fox wandered away, wine
bottles swaying, giving a great, curling fluff of her tail. She
chivvied Bifuuko and Daitanishi down the steps ahead of her,
shooing them towards the baths.

Chiri awaited Kuno in a high
state of nerves. He smiled as he arrived – his cheeks flushed from
the crisp, cold air.

Chiri bowed to him – also
blushing pink. Her tail was living a life of its own.

“Kuno san!”

Kuno bowed – ever handsome,
ever welcoming and sincere. He lit up in Chiri’s presence.

“Chiri san. Not yet in the
baths?”

“No – no...” The rat was
suddenly horribly inarticulate. “We were watching the snow.”

The samurai joined Chiri side
by side, looking up at the great, slow feathers of snow that
drifted slowly down through the air. Kuno watched some flakes waft
upwards on the hot air from the springs, and gave a great nod of
satisfaction.

“Exquisite.”

They stood in silence, watching
the snowflakes, the clouds and the great white peak of the
mountain.

Plucking up her courage, Chiri
finally managed to speak. She immediately began stumbling over her
own words.

“I… It is good to have some
time just to  to relax! Together, I
mean.” The rat cleared her throat. “Just… time to think.”

Kuno felt infinitely glad to be
there.

“Time just to think.”

He sat down upon a rock,
looking at Chiri in gentle fondness.

“I think you need the rest,
Chiri san. I have been concerned for you. You seem… quite
stressed.”

“What? Oh – oh, yes.” Chiri sat
herself down beside Kuno, not daring to look at him. “I have some
things on my mind.”

Time stretched – slowly,
painfully... Chiri looked down at her hands, quite at a loss for
words. She started to speak – then thought better of it. The rat
spirit gave an unhappy sigh.

Kuno sat beside her, simply
pleased to be there in her company. After a while, he noticed her
strange agitation. Kuno turned to her, tilting his head.

“Is it anything I can help you
with, Chiri san?”

“I have been… uncertain what to
say.” Chiri’s voice sank almost to a whisper. “I have not known how
to say it. Or whether I even should…”

Tonbo came tromping down the
steps from the inn, wearing a ludicrously short yukata robe. His
tetsubo was over his shoulder, his sword through his belt and a
lantern in his hand. He came and planted himself beside Chiri and
Kuno, standing like a mighty man of bronze.

He gave a stern nod, glaring
off towards the baths.

“I am ready.”

Kuno stood up and stretched. He
nodded to Tonbo, then bowed happily to Chiri.

“I am sleepy. Too much food and
good company!” He looked down towards the baths and shook his head.
“But still  Sura san will be most upset
if I do not make Tonbo peek.” He held up a hand. “Third fence post
from the right! Chiri san – you might want to wait a few minutes
before you enter.”

The rat wilted.

“Yes, Kuno san.”

Deflated, Chiri watched Tonbo
and Kuno walk down towards the baths. The rat spirit gave a
miserable sigh.

Kitsune Sura popped her head
out from behind a nearby boulder. Daitanishi and Bifuuko peeked
over the edge of the rock beside her. They all tried to project an
aura wherein they had been innocently behind the rock and in no way
engaged in eavesdropping.

Sura bit her lip as she saw her
friend’s face. She came quietly over and sat beside the rat,
putting an arm about her. She held Chiri and leaned her face
against the rat girl’s hair. She passed Bifuuko over, and let the
creature nuzzle against Chiri’s neck.

Sura handed Chiri a bottle of
wine.

“Here. Cheer up.” Sura sighed,
and gave the rat a squeeze.

“Come on. I’ll do your back for
you.”

Chiri gave a watery smile. She
let herself be coaxed up onto her feet. Sura led her hand in hand
down the steps, towards the great, dark, steaming baths.

Snowflakes slowly fell,
touching the paths only to melt quietly away.

Bushes beside the hot springs
parted. The scar-faced son of the inn’s hostess rose stealthily out
of hiding.

Domei watched the glimmer of
the lanterns moving away towards the baths. He moved slightly
forward – hands flexing with uncertainty. But then the wind atop
the mountain groaned.

The young man looked swiftly up
towards the mountain. Reluctantly, he drew back into the bushes –
took a last glance towards the Spirt Hunters  then vanished back into the dark.
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Chapter
3

In the morning, the sky was
filled with a low, silver grey ocean of cloud. The sun shone
through it across a landscape covered with new-fallen snow,
glittering from ice crystals that covered every wall and eave. Pine
trees carried thick clumps of snow high in their broad green
boughs. Every sound seemed strangely muffled in the sharp, still
air.

Sura and Chiri – dressed in fur
trimmed robes and straw boots – walked through the brisk cold,
heading towards the village. Sura carried her spear, and Chiri had
her natagama. Bifuuko and Daitanishi were well snuggled beneath
Chiri’s hood, peering out at the soft white world.

The path into the village was
ankle deep in fine, new-fallen snow. The snowfall seemed to have
been far deeper out on the main mountain slopes. Sura craned to
look up at the mountain, where great, heavy banks of snow now
capped the blue-green glacier.

“Wow. That snow storm must have
really choked up the passes!”

Chiri nodded. She kept her
hands inside her nice warm sleeves. “I am glad that we already
intended to stay.”

A few villagers were out and
about: children and old women were clearing paths, or listlessly
taking firewood into their houses. The women flicked strange,
guilt-ridden looks towards the visitors, and moved quietly away.
Sura ignored them and chivvied her friend on towards the village
heart.

Chiri seemed sad and withdrawn.
Sura was quite determined to cheer her up. She took her friend by
the arm and steered her towards the tall rooves that promised shops
and streets and taverns.

“Don’t be down! We’re on
holiday! All problems always work themselves out on a holiday!” The
fox pointed the way onward with her spear. “Look – let’s go
shopping!”

Chiri allowed herself to be
towed onward.

“Sura san – we are in the
middle of the mountains. What could there possibly be to buy
here?”

“Hey, it’s a resort town. There
must be something! Clothes, shiny baubles, cakes, booze…” The fox
gave a gleeful wave of her tail. “I swiped the purse from Tonbo’s
clothes while he was in the baths last night – let’s go!”

The village had a broad central
road lined with impressive buildings – tall, two story taverns and
broad shops with curtains advertising clothing, wines, mountain
herbs, pottery and mountain liquors… Sura pointed to an impressive
structure with a great earthen pot beside the door.

“Here we go! Pots and
porcelain! We could do with a second teapot for on the road! Then
we can use one for breakfast rice milk, and one for tea!”

The shops all seemed oddly
silent. The hanging curtains seemed a little threadbare. Chiri look
uncertainly at the shop as Sura pushed up the curtain and walked
inside.

“Sura san – this shop might not
be open.”

“It’s full morning. Of course
it’s open!” Sura handed Chiri the purse. “Here we go – get whatever
you want!”

They walked into a great,
gloomy space of dust and damp. Chiri jogged Sura’s purse up and
down, felt some odd shapes inside, then opened it to peer
inside.

“Sura san – this is not money.
Someone has swapped your coins for pebbles.”

The fox snatched back the purse
and plunged her hand inside. Sure enough, the entire purse was
filled with flat little pebbles. Sura clenched the purse in her
fist and seethed.

“Tonbo! That lumbering git! He
swapped purses on me while I was in the baths!”

Chiri gave a nod. “The two of
you share a quite impressive rapport.”

Fox and rat now properly saw
the ceramics shop. Both blinked in quiet surprise.

The building was apparently
abandoned. There were rows and rows of dusty shelves, and a counter
sprinkled with long-dead flies. A few broken pots lay on the floor.
More potsherds lay just inside the door. It did not seem to have
been violently robbed or looted.

A calligraphy painting sporting
the word ‘prosperity’ hung askew on one wall. Below it, two
withered, cobwebbed flowers sagged in a tiny vase. The place had an
eerie chill about it – some strange, lingering sensation of
grief.

Daitanishi came out from
Chiri’s robes to drift quietly about, frowning at the dusty
shelves. Sura crept a little deeper into the shop, peering towards
the living quarters out the back.

“Hello?”

There was no reply. Sura nudged
a curtain aside with her spear point and peered through into what
had once been a central room. Daitanishi floated up beside her,
peeking carefully into shadows and corners.

The old hearth was filled with
ashes. Tatami mats were covered in dust. A few pot hooks hung above
the hearth – all of them covered in dusty cobweb strands.

Sura came quietly back out into
the shop, where Chiri was carefully examining a broken piece of
fine white porcelain.

The fox gave a frown.

“Totally deserted. No one’s
been in here for years.”

Chiri looked towards the rear
door. “Perhaps the owner died?”

“Yeah, but he’d have a son or a
nephew or something to take over.” Sura pushed back her hat.
“Furniture’s all gone – but they left the tatami mats…”

Puzzled, Sura looked out the
door and into the street. Granted, it was winter... Still – there
was only a single pedestrian out on the road, and the houses seemed
dark and full of gloom.

“It’s damned quiet out there.
Did they have a plague or something?”

It was an unsettling thought.
Chiri immediately put down her potsherd and dusted off her hands.
Bifuuko and Daitanishi looked in sudden suspicion at the dead flies
on the counter top.

Sura lead the way back outside
into the street.

The open road was oddly still.
Snow on the streets showed several trails of footprints – but
surely not enough for so rich a place? An old man and a young woman
were carrying firewood along the street. They put their heads down
and walked onwards as they caught sight of Sura and Chiri standing
in the old shop door.

The two Spirit Hunters crossed
the street to what was supposedly a store selling tea and spice,
only to find the place also utterly deserted. The same went for the
wine shop next door. There were a few empty flasks – a row of dry
old sakē kegs, and a little wall shrine that had been emptied of
its effigies.

Chiri stood in the street with
her two elementals now floating beside her. As Sura emerged out of
another empty shop, the rat slowly curled her well-wrapped tail.
She nodded her head towards a pair of women hastily crossing the
street a dozen paces away.

“The villagers seem nervous
about speaking to us.” The rat thoughtfully stroked at her
whiskers, quite intrigued. “It is almost as if they feel
guilty…?”

Sure held up a hand to stop
Chiri’s thought in its tracks.

“Are you going to suggest we
start investigating something?”

“Well – perhaps some subtle
observation might…”

“Nope! No no
no. Holiday!” The fox
turned Chiri about to face her down the street. “Mysteries no –
relaxation, yes!”

“But what if…?”

“Not interested!” Sura firmly
towed Chiri towards a large, friendly looking building that seemed
to be full of people. “Hey – here we go! There’s a tea house here.
Let’s see what’s on the menu!”

The tea house was back from the
main street behind a garden filled with well-trampled snow. Smoke
rose from kitchens at the back of the building, and the scent of
hot food filled the air. Sura and Chiri bowed in beneath the
curtain that hung over the entry way and stood stamping their straw
boots free from snow. Bifuuko and Daitanishi shook themselves free
of ice and cold.

The room beyond held at least a
dozen villagers – old men, old women and girls, all eating and
drinking. Maids were serving omelettes, hot soup and tea. But as
Sura and Chiri entered, the room fell silent. The maids and
villagers all stared at the visitors in shock. Guilt haunted their
faces. Everyone immediately hid their gaze and pretended to be
looking elsewhere.

Standing at the doorway, Sura
completely lost her temper.

“We’re on holiday!”

The cowed villagers made a
nervous show of going back to their meals. Sura gave a curse. Tail
fluffed out behind her, she towed Chiri back outside.

In the road, villagers ducked
their heads and walked quickly away. Sura muttered to herself and
tromped off down the street, heading past forlorn old shops. Towing
Chiri along beside her, she headed out towards the trees at the far
side of the village.

In a quiet dell some distance
from the village, there was a peaceful field. A rustic little
shrine stood far over to one side beneath the trees. The snow here
was clean and almost unmarked. A single dainty set of footprints
crossed the field, leading down from the mountain and then off over
the rocks and towards the inn.

Sura kicked her feet
deliberately in the snow, glaring back towards the village and
grumbling beneath her breath.

“All I ask for is a little bit
of peace and quiet…” The fox gave a frustrated sigh. “Anyway
 so I guess that’s the village.”

They reached the edge of the
snowy field and came to a halt. A sharp chill seemed to shiver
through the air. Sura and Chiri pulled their robes tight, while
Daitanishi and Bifuuko drifted forward, carefully taking station in
the trees.

The field was intensely quiet.
There were no winter birds – no hares or deer. The only sound was a
strange clear tinkle of ice crystals in the forest, cracking and
spreading slowly in the cold.

The air felt so harsh, so
brittle, it almost seemed to fracture. Sura and Chiri stood, gazing
out over the field. They slowly realised that the open ground was
covered with dozens and dozens of odd little mounds.

Chiri looked at the mounds in
dawning amazement.

“Sura san, what are these?
Graves?”

They moved carefully forward.
Sura knelt and gently brushed snow from one of the mounds. It was a
little rough-cut statue made from two stones – a funerary image
wearing a coarse crown.

The image seemed to be a Kannon
statue – an invocation of the Buddhist Bodhisattva of mercy. Sura
sat back, looking from one image to the next and the next – the
entire field seemed to be covered with them.

The fox was quite
mystified.

“Memorial cairns. Placed when
there is no body to bury…”

There were at least fifty of
the little statues across the field. They all seemed essentially
identical, as if cut by the same hand.

Chiri’s skin crawled. She
watched as Sura brushed snow away from a plain wooden board that
had been planted in the ground beside one statue. It bore a name, a
date, and an invocation for Buddha’s mercy. Sura moved to a second
board, and then a third and fourth, freeing them of ice and reading
the names.

She looked from one board to
another, feeling oddly cold. Sura quietly read out the names.

“Wakado... Zuji… Watanabe…
These names are all male.” The other nearby boards were all the
same. “The dates… look. Last year. Three years ago…. Six years
ago…” Sura brushed off yet another board, and then sank back with a
puzzled scowl. “These are all new! There’s nothing older than six
years.”

Chiri carefully brushed the
snow away from a statue.

“This one is brand new. There
is no moss on the stone.” She examined the wooden plaque beside the
statue. “Tsuniachi Osado. Two names. He was a samurai.”

Sura was mystified.

“There must be fifty statues
here.” The fox lifted her muzzle to look up at the mountain. “Are
these from avalanches? Perhaps the mountains are more dangerous
than we thought.”

She squatted back on her heels
and pondered, her tail slowly swishing back and forth. She looked
back at the field of statues – all levity suddenly quite gone.

“Alright – I’m interested.”

Sura brushed away the snow in
front of her, bowed low to the statues, and then sat back to offer
up prayers for the dead.

She swirled her hands, and the
Tao symbol glowed in the air before her.

 


“One world, one life, one
Tao.

Peace. Let no souls grieve.

There is a vessel that has no
sides

Infinite, it can never be
filled.

Eternal, it may never be
emptied.

Fathomless, it is the origin of
all things.

Coming from the eternal –
returning to the eternal… What is there, then, that can ever be
truly lost?

 


Drift now in the fountain of
all being, and be filled with boundless joy.”

 


Bifuuko suddenly came flashing
back to Chiri’s side. Sura looked up, one hand upon her spear.
Chiri knelt with her hands spread, ready to summon a spell. Power
shimmered at her fingertips.

A sad-eyed old woman entered
the graveyard. She seemed weighed down and worried. The woman wore
white suikan robes and a tall eboshi hat – the costume of a Shinto
priestess. She did not see the visitors in her graveyard. Instead,
she walked into the thatched shrine at the far end of the
field.

The old priestess knelt down,
bowed and clapped her hands in prayer. She prayed silently and
fervently, wringing her hands with emotion.

Sura and Chiri looked to one
another. They both arose, and quietly walked over to the little
shrine.

The building was small and
rough, but touchingly beautiful. A thatched roof covered a floor
that had been cut and beautifully polished by a caring hand. Chiri
and Sura waited quietly, kneeling at the threshold.

The old priestess finished her
prayers. She had noted her two rather astonishing visitors. The
woman turned, and all three bowed solemnly to one another.

The fox was quiet and reverent
– aware that this was a place of mourning.

“Please excuse us, priestess.
We did not mean to disturb your devotions.”

The old priestess waved a
hand.

“You are not disturbing me,
young ladies.” The woman rose painfully to her feet. She moved
towards the path. “Forgive me, but the cold is hard on these old
bones. I must go.”

Sura rose with her. She moved
to prevent the priestess from making a swift escape, instead
offering to help her down the steps.

“Tell me, elder. What is this
shrine? It must be to something very special.”

“It is to a memory I choose to
keep alive.”

The old priestess began to move
away. Sura stood, looking at the flowers that had been left upon
the altar.

Beside the flower vase, there
was a woman’s hair comb, carved with patterns of pine boughs. Sura
did not turn around.

“Who was she?”

The old priestess stopped. She
leaned forward, shoulders bowed, looking worn and tired. Finally,
she turned away to gaze towards the mountain.

“She was a student of mine.
Mirusu. A good girl. A shugenja.” The old woman gave a slow, sad
sigh. “A good girl. She truly was. But innocent. She loved too
passionately, and too deeply.”

Chiri came forward – pale and
beautiful. The rat spirit stared at the priestess, feeling strange
and lost.

“Forgive me, priestess. But how
is it possible to love too deeply?”

“Love can destroy, young lady,
just as easily as it can create.”

The old woman turned – her
breath misting in the cold. She had eyes only for the silent forest
and the stark expanse of snow.

“She was beautiful, and she was
innocent. It never occurred to her that her lover might be false.
When she discovered how he had been using her, she fled out into
the mountains to die.” The old woman turned away. “A good girl.
Truly gentle. I sacrifice and pray here in the hope of keeping that
goodness somehow alive.”

The old woman looked slightly
back – bowed – and moved on along the path towards a little house
off in the woods, leaving her visitors behind.

Chiri and Sura felt chilled,
and somehow diminished – oppressed by the great, silent mountain
peak above. They both turned and stared at the little shrine. It
seemed forlorn and alone out here amongst the rows of staring
statues, and the great, dark trees.

The two friends bowed to the
shrine and moved away. Bifuuko and Daitanishi slipped quietly into
Chiri’s sleeves. They skirted around the graveyard, found a path
that led about the outskirts of the village, and headed
thoughtfully back towards the inn.

 


 


Tonbo came out onto the inn’s
front porch – out through the door of his private room. Dressed in
his padded coat, tetsubo in his arms, he took a deep breath of the
cold air, and looked out across the snowy landscape.

He sat down to put on his straw
boots, stamped them into place, then hauled himself up onto his
feet. He walked to the edge of the porch, enjoying the sight of the
pine trees jutting up out of pure white snow.

A trail of footprints marred
the snow – leading off from the porch close to Kuno’s room, heading
into the forest. A second line of footprints came out from the
trees at a more distant point, linking back to the porch almost
where Tonbo now sat. The big man frowned and looked over towards
Kuno’s room.

Kuno’s door slid open. He was
sitting in the doorway, yawning. A tray with an uneaten breakfast
sat in the shadows beside him. Kuno nodded a fond bow to Tonbo,
holding back another yawn.

“Good morning Tonbo san.”

“Good afternoon, Kuno
san.” Tonbo bowed, then raised his brows. “You seem unduly
tired.”

Kuno rubbed at his neck and
gave a sigh.

“It is almost as though I have
not slept! I must be more fatigued than I had thought.” He winced
and stretched himself. “This holiday is a splendid notion.”

Kuno rose, threading his swords
through his belt. He came out onto the porch and saw the footprints
heading off into the snow.

“I see Sura san has already
flitted to the springs. She will turn into a fish if she is not
careful.”

Tonbo turned to look at the
tracks and gave a frown. The trail decidedly went nowhere near the
springs. If anything, they seemed to head off towards the main
slopes of the mountain. Tonbo knelt and inspected a footprint,
leaning down to check the shape of the mark.

Chiri’s feet were quite narrow,
and Sura’s boots had a distinctive cross hatching on the soles – a
trick learned on Kitsune Mountain, where the ice could be quite
slippery: Tonbo’s boot was just the same.

“These are not Sura’s tracks.
Nor Chiri’s….”

Kuno cast an idle eye across
the tracks.

“Domei must have fetched hot
water for the tea. The hot springs must be very convenient for an
inn keeper!”

Kuno reached for his own boots,
tying them firmly about his shins.

“Well – Sura and Chiri are off
and about somewhere. I see their boots have gone.” Kuno stood and
stamped his boots firmly into place. “I believe I shall take a long
walk and explore the surrounds.”

Tonbo gave a nod.

“I shall come with you.”

“No no! Forgive me, but I need
to clear my head.” Kuno made his way down into the snow. “I shall
not be long.”

Kuno smoothed his moustache,
settled his swords, then headed off along the road. Tonbo watched
him go, shook his head, and carefully squatted down beside the line
of tracks.

The tracks seemed to head
towards the mountain peak. The snowfall had ceased sometime at the
hour of the rat. So these had been made sometime after that. Tonbo
stood and pondered, then turned to walk around the edge of the inn
towards the steaming baths.

Chiri and Sura were walking up
the road from the village – both frowning in thought. Well and
truly frozen, they both hugged themselves as they tramped forward
through the snow.

They came up to Tonbo, and
Chiri gave a little bow.

“Tonbo san – good afternoon.”
The rat was chilled to the bone. “It is cold. Is there any
tea?”

Tonbo scratched at his stubbled
chin. “The inn mistress is in the kitchens somewhere. I suppose we
can ask.”

Sura hopped up and down, trying
to keep herself warm, hugging her arms across her breasts. The
temperature had taken a decided plunge.

“Holy bouncing Buddha! The
girls are in full salute here! I could cut sushi with these
things!” She jounced inside her padded fur coat. “Let’s go sit by
the springs. I’ll boil us some eggs and dumplings.” She saw Tonbo’s
reluctance. “I’ll get some from the kitchens! I won’t make them
myself.”

The fox moved closer, looking
make certain they were not overheard.

“Come. And bring your
tetsubo.”

Sura made her way into the
kitchens, seeing no sign of the innkeeper or her sullen son.
Thankfully some raw eggs and a great pile of different dumplings
sat on a bench, as well as bottles of buckwheat wine. Still frozen
to the bone, Sura quickly liberated the food and hastened off
towards the springs.

Chiri and the elementals joined
her on the path. They moved swiftly down through the rocks,
gratefully feeling the heat climb as they came at last to the
springs themselves. Monkeys looked idly over from their lordly
place in nearby rock pools, stirring themselves to see if any
treats might be on the way.

The elementals warmed
themselves in the steam while Sura and Chiri crowded close to the
springs. They opened their coats to the heat, took off their boots
to plant their feet upon the warm rocks, and set the bottles of
wine in the water to warm through.

By the time Tonbo arrived, they
were feeling somewhat more thawed. Sura had arrayed a dozen
dumplings and several eggs in the boiling water. Chiri was pouring
the wine, mixing in a dash of honey. She offered up a cup to Tonbo
as he arrived.

Tonbo sat, looking troubled. He
flicked a glance off towards the mountain.

“Kuno has not returned. Should
we search for him?”

Sura looked up. “Where did he
say he was going?”

“Just a stroll to clear his
head. He went to the main road.”

Sura shrugged. “He should be
alright. But Chiri and I have had the spookiest morning walk…”

They drank the buckwheat wine –
an excellent homebrew, and a much-needed thawing agent. She took
the bottle and refilled Tonbo’s cup.

“This is the strangest village.
The place is in a serious decline. Half the buildings are just
lying empty.”

Tonbo stroked at his chin. “The
village must have fallen on hard times.”

Chiri rescued the eggs and
dumplings before they overcooked, juggling them quickly out onto
the rocks. “Excuse me, Tonbo san - but a spa village should be an
easy place to make a living.” She blew upon her scorched fingers.
“Is it because the mountains are impassable in winter? But surely
they would still have enough custom in summer to get by?”

Sura scowled.

“There is something strange
about the village – but I cannot quite put my finger on it.”

Tonbo nodded, then looked up
towards the inn.

“Hmph. We could ask the inn
mistress.”

“She doesn’t strike me as being
willing to talk.” Sura frowned. “There doesn’t seem to be anything
specifically alarming. Just something... wrong.”

Chiri quietly shared out the
dumplings. She gave a frustrated little sigh.

“I am confused. Is there
something sinister here, or are we merely too used to being
suspicious?”

Sura placed a regal hand
against her heart. “We are not suspicious. We are professional busy
bodies. There’s a difference.”

The three friends pondered, ate
eggs, and drank their buckwheat wine. The winds were definitely
increasing, tossing the tops of the pine trees. It felt like snow
was about to fall again. Chiri, Tonbo and Sura all looked up
towards the sky.

Tonbo watched the slow, thick
passage of the clouds.

“Another snow storm. Heavier.
It will reach the valley.”

Sura heaved a sigh. “Well,
we’re in the right place. Not much we can do in a snowstorm.” She
looked off towards the baths in sudden interest. “Hey – want to sit
in the hot baths and be snowed on? We can sit there and wait for
Kuno.”

Chiri gave a nod.

“That sounds like a good
idea.”

Sura arose, taking the
remaining food and wine wrapped up inside a towel.

“Tonbo – join us. Let’s stick
in the same pool for a while” She tucked her spear beneath her arm.
“We’ll fill you in on the local weird graveyard.”

They headed towards the baths.
Wind shuddered through the trees on the slopes high above the
little valley. Chiri turned a worried glance towards the road.

“I hope Kuno san returns
swiftly. The storm seems to be fast approaching.”

Sura frowned, shrugged, and
decided not to worry.

“Eh – he should be fine. He
might be a samurai, but he does at least know enough to come in out
of the rain.”

They headed off towards the
baths as the first specks of snow began to fall.

 


 


Out beyond the village road, a
steep ridge rose up towards the mountain peak. Kuno tramped his way
up through deep, loose snow, breath puffing bright. The snow
crunched underfoot with every step. He reached the summit and
turned to look back across the mountain pass.

The village lay in its dell
below, with mists rising from the springs. The rooves were covered
in pure white caps of snow. It seemed quiet – almost haunted. The
steam rising from the streams drifted in slow, thick currents
through the pines.

Kuno moved forward, and looked
in the opposite direction, off towards the mountain heights.

A strange blue-white plain
spread out before him. There were ridges of what might have been
stone, or even shattered ice  gleaming
and mysterious. Above it all soared the main mountain peak, with a
glacier shimmering a gorgeous azure blue.

The black clouds were somehow
lit by the sun above, bringing a glow to the mountain ice. Snow had
begun to fall – drifting gently, sparking here and there in the
filtered light. Kuno gazed out over the splendour, and felt the
muse stir within his heart.

He stood tall and magnificent,
drew in a deep breath, and declaimed a poem out into the ice.

 


“In silent beauty

Looming high in pristine
cold.

Stark perfection shines…”

 


The poem was good. It was very
good! Rather pleased, Kuno looked happily about – but there was no
one around to overhear. Kuno shrugged, then brightened. He would
keep the poem safely in his mind: Kitsune Sura could be backed into
a corner and forced to listen once he came back to the inn. Quite
pleased with the thought, Kuno walked towards a dramatically broken
pine nearby, aiming to descend back towards the inn.

And then he heard the faint,
soft notes of flute music drifting in the wind.

The notes were haunting –
lonely but impossibly beautiful. Kuno turned, utterly fascinated.
He quested forward, a prickle of strange emotion shivering across
his skin.

The music ebbed and faded in
the breeze. The samurai listened, then moved forward towards the
peak. The sound seemed to be coming from somewhere out upon the
ice.

Quite bewitched by the pure,
soft beauty of the music, Kuno walked down from the ridge and out
into the snowfields beyond. He stopped for a moment as the music
faded, questing carefully. To his great joy, he finally caught the
thread of sound, and followed it doggedly onward, off across the
snow.

A figure slowly rose from the
shadow of the pines. A starkly beautiful young woman clothed in
suikan robes of icy blue and white, she was crowned with a circlet
of silver upon her pure blue-white hair. She watched the handsome
samurai with eyes that glittered bright with hatred and
disgust.

She looked to the clouds and
moved swiftly, linking fingers in a series of mudra, then flinging
her hands up towards the clouds. She drew down, and power seemed to
surge. The clouds thickened, turning to an angry, brooding black.
Snowflakes began to fall.

The light vanished. Kuno seemed
somehow oblivious to the snowfall and the cold. He walked onwards –
away from the safety of the village and the inn.

The young woman watched the
figure out on the snowfield for a moment, then drew back into the
shadows.

Where her hand had rested
against the bark of a pine, she left a clear handprint etched in
stark new ice….

 


 


Clouds of frost hung in Kuno’s
breath. Freezing cold but entranced by the faint sound of music, he
walked through the deepening snow. The skies were black, and
snowflakes drifted thickly through the air. The samurai walked
onwards, heading towards an outcrop of boulders just ahead.

He walked into a place that
seemed to have been torn out of a dream.

A great, flat sheet of ice
spread out before him, the hard surface skinned clean of snow by
the swirling wind. The ice had the same blue glow as the vast
glacier that loomed above.

A young woman sat at the far
edge of the ice, framed by drifting snowflakes. She was elegant,
wan and beautiful – as pale as the snow behind her. She was dressed
in robes of blue and white, with long black hair hanging unbound
behind her. A circlet of silver glittered at her brow.

The woman played a flute that
seemed to be made of ice. She played with a sad, effortless skill,
and the music seemed to hang like crystals in the frozen air.

She made the music weep, and
her whole being seemed to wilt with endless grief. A single
snow-flower glimmered in the ice beside her – stark, perfect and
alone.

Her sadness struck a blow clean
into Kuno’s heart. Drawn by the haunting music,

Kuno walked towards her,
stepping out onto the ice. He came forward, pace by pace, looking
at the woman in breathless awe.

He had come too far. Ice
creaked beneath his feet. The sound was suddenly, shockingly loud
in the eerie calm.

The maiden whipped her face up
to stare at Kuno in terror. She stared only for an instant, her
eyes going wide. The maiden wept and backed away, hiding her face
behind long sleeves. Suddenly she turned and fled off into the
gloom.

“Wait! Please wait!”

Appalled at having frightened
her, Kuno raced forward.

Ice cracked under his feet.
Suddenly the surface shattered beneath him. Kuno plunged down into
freezing cold water, sinking far past his head. He thrashed to the
surface in shock, blundering awkwardly towards the edge of the ice
sheet. His hands scrabbled for purchase on the cracking,
splintering ice.

The snowfall almost blinded
him. He tried to heave himself out of the water, but the edge of
the ice sheet cracked, sending him spilling back into the freezing
slush.

Suddenly there was a weird
ripple through the ice sheet. The ice thickened, creaking as it
hardened. Kuno clung half in, half out of the water, his hands numb
and his whole body stiff with shock.

He managed to seize hold of his
short sword. He slammed the blade blindly down in front of him,
burying the blade deep into the ice. He hauled himself slowly up
and out of the water, dragging himself forward, to collapse in
shock onto the ice sheet.

Frozen and dazed, Kuno tried to
rise onto his feet. His legs were numb, and he could feel nothing
in his hands. He fell forwards, crashing wetly down onto the ice,
rolling over to stare up into the weird black sky.

His sight faded, and the entire
world went black.

After a while, there was a
strange sense of motion. Kuno swam half back to his senses, feeling
a sudden sharp, hard burn upon his forearms. He felt himself being
dragged backwards across the snow. He tried to move, but his vision
swam, and he could only lie and feel the darkness crushing in upon
his mind.

He finally felt a strange,
painful sensation against his face. Kuno surged slowly back to
consciousness, pins and needles raging in his left hand. He weakly
flexed his fingers, and sensed heat somewhere beside him, blazing
like a fire.

He lay on blank stone, a few
paces from the edge of the simmering hot baths. Kuno croaked.
Somehow, he managed to reach forward. He dragged himself painfully
forward, piece by piece, feeling the heat right there before him.
Stiff and dazed, he finally caught the rim of the baths beneath his
fingers. He pulled himself forward and fell fully-clothed into the
water.

“Kuno!”

Chiri came thrashing from the
edge of the womens’ baths, erupting naked from the water. She
plunged into the baths beside Kuno and struggled to lift his head
up.

Sura and Tonbo came racing from
the women’s baths around to the men’s. Tonbo leapt naked into the
water, helping to haul Kuno up so that he could breathe. He seized
Kuno’s longsword and tossed it away onto the shore.

Sura wiped still-frozen slush
from Kuno’s hair and face. Chiri anxiously rubbed at his arms and
hands, trying to bring back the circulation.

“He’s almost frozen!”

Kuno was moving – trying to
speak. Sura and Tonbo helped to tear off the man’s heavy, sodden
clothing. Tonbo held up Kuno’s forearms, seeing broad, angry red
marks that had been burned into Kuno’s skin. Sura inspected the
marks, scowling in concern. Tonbo looked at her and shrugged, quite
lost for ideas.

“Frostbite?”

They dragged off Kuno’s
clothing and laboriously pushed it up onto the rim of the baths.
The fox took a little wash bucket and tenderly ran hot water across
Kuno’s face.

“You idiot! Got yourself lost
in the snow, didn’t you?” She fussed over him, making certain that
he was coming back to his senses. “It’s alright. Just a bit
chilled. Heh – you came back to the right place, anyway. Just lie
there for a while.”

Sura sat back and left Kuno in
Chiri’s hands, shaking herself dry like a dog. She hastily ran a
towel over herself, then dashed back naked in the snowfall to fetch
her clothing. She came back with everyone’s clothes bundled in her
arms, her spear balanced awkwardly on top. Piling everything under
the roof of the covered section of the pool, she hastily began to
dress, her breath puffing in the cold.

Tonbo came out of the water and
dried himself. He looked at Kuno and pondered.

“The storm is not intense
enough to chill him this badly. Did he have an accident?”

Sura was tying on her snow
boots. Her hair still hung long, wet and untied at her back.

“Probably reciting poems and
walked into a snow drift.” She stamped her boots into place, and
shoved her kodachi through her belt. She was moving with speed.
“I’ll go get some clothes and a goblin wine.

Chiri looked up from the
pool.

“Goblin wine will warm him
up?”

“Him?” The fox pretended
to blink. “You’re right! Better make that two goblin wines!

Sura turned, took up her spear,
and bundled Kuno’s sodden clothes beneath her arm. She then saw
Kuno’s short sword lying a little way away, over by the path.

The weapon was unsheathed.
There was ice frozen about the handle wrapping – a mark as broad as
a human hand. The fox crossed and knelt beside the sword.

There were tracks there –
surely Kuno’s. But it almost looked like drag marks, as though
someone had towed a body here through the snow.

Tonbo came up beside her,
wrapping himself in his robe. He saw the drag marks, and looked
sharply up along the trial. But the snow was already falling
thickly. The marks were filling, and had almost disappeared.

There was a single flower lying
there on the path beside Kuno’s short sword. A snow blossom – small
and white. Tonbo carefully picked up the flower, and then tuned as
he heard Kuno stir in Chiri’s arms.

Kuno stared at the flower,
utterly amazed.

 


 


Out in the snow, far from the
heat and steam, a white-haired maiden spied upon the Spirit Hunters
in silence. She watched the rat spirit tenderly caring for Kuno,
and slowly gripped a tree beside her with her claws.

Frost spread over the tree
around her long, sharp fingers. The maiden watched for a moment
more, then vanished silently back into the storm.
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Chapter
4

The inn’s common room became a
little hive of activity. Kuno was rugged up, given two layers of
socks and warm robes. Tonbo massaged and pummelled him, while Chiri
stoked a charcoal brazier. Bifuuko fanned the flames and Daitanishi
perched on Kuno’s knee and just gravely regarded the man’s face
from below.

Sura had broken out the suits
of armour, setting them in a row along the wall. She now busied
herself at the brazier, heating something incredibly fragrant in a
little pot. The fox looked back across her shoulder as she poured
the potion into drinking bowls.

“A flute player? All the way
out there?” She hustled a cup of hot drink into Kuno’s hands. “Wait
– wait! Hot plum wine, ginger, herbs and spice!” She presented the
drink with pride. “It’s a fox remedy!”

Kuno sipped the drink. It was
eye-wateringly potent! The man winced, swallowed, and made a
face.

“A remedy for what?”

“Basically for not being a
fox!” Sura settled herself down with a hot drink in hand. “Humans
usually need cheering up. I think it’s tail envy!”

Sura drank – raising her cup to
Kuno – relieved that he seemed to be recovering. She made certain
he drank his entire cup down. The fox settled herself and looked at
Kuno in interest.

“So what did she look like,
this flute player?”

Kuno’s lips were cracked. Chiri
came and dabbed at them gently with one of her ointments. Kuno
winced.

His voice was wistful.

“Beautiful. Black hair – long,
long black hair. Blue robes. A pale face, full of sadness. She
played like… like a goddess.” He quietly looked off towards the
mountain. “A lost, grieving goddess…”

Tonbo narrowed his eyes, still
kneading Kuno’s shoulders.

“Hmph. Or a ghost.”

Chiri watched Kuno in deep
concern.

“So she played, Kuno san, and
the music drew you on?”

“No no. I went of my own
accord. The music was exquisite. Full of such sadness.” The man
still seemed dazed. “I wanted to find out who had brought such
beauty into life.”

Tonbo looked to Sura.

“You have an idea?”

The fox swished her tail. “I
have my professional suspicions.”

Chiri tilted her head. “Sura
san – could it be the dead shugenja’s ghost?”

“Quite possibly.”

Kuno was positively annoyed. He
pushed a layer of quilts off his knees and glared at the fox.

“Why must you always look for
the most complex explanation? It was a young woman from the
village, out in the snow!”

Sura looked at the man and
quirked up one brow. “Yah – or a ghost-thingy out for some kind of
weird revenge on the universe!”

Kuno glowered. “By playing her
flute?”

It did sound just a tad
far-fetched. Sura settled into place and gave a sulk.

“Hey – I’m a Spirit Hunter!
Excuse me if I like to explore the creepiest possible scenario!”
Sura waved a hand. “Just saying – flutes, blizzards... No good will
come! Listen to the fox! The fox is smart  the fox is wise.”

Chiri gave a little bow.

“Excuse me, Sura san – but the
woman was clearly not malicious. Perhaps she even helped Kuno san
to escape and to survive?”

Kuno was quite impatient with
it all.

“This was not an apparition. A
ghost does not pick a fully grown man up and carry him for a whole
ri through the snow!”

Sura scratched at her ear. “You
were in shock. Perhaps you walked all by yourself?”

Kuno clearly felt quite
stung.

“The girl was real! She was
there!”

The fox was not convinced. She
swirled a cup of mulled wine, her mind exploring suspicious little
paths as she thoughtfully eyed Kuno. Embarrassed by their
contention, Chiri quietly made tea and offered the first cup into
Kuno’s hands.

“Forgive us, Kuno san. We are
suspicious by profession, not by inclination. If a woman saved your
life, then we all owe her a great debt.” The rat spirit gave a
sincere, quiet bow. “We can ask after her in the village tomorrow,
and express our thanks to her in person.”

Kuno gave a gruff nod – still
eyeing the fox. He drank his tea, then set the cup aside.

The winds outside shook and
wrestled with the trees. There was a deepening chill in the air.
Kuno frowned and shrugged his robes close about his shoulders.

“The storm is growing more
fierce.” Kuno gave a nod. “I believe I will go to bed. I am more
shaken than I thought.” The man arose, gathering up his swords.
“Good day to you all.”

Kuno stood and headed for the
door. Chiri demurely arose to go with him.

“I will accompany you, Kuno
san, and see you to your room.”

“That is not necessary.” Kuno
bowed stiffly to one and all. “Goodnight, Chiri san.”

He left, moving firmly off into
the corridors. Chiri was left behind, hurt and bereft.

Sura looked clandestinely at
the rat. She sighed and put her pot back onto the coals to heat –
adding in more ingredients. Chiri sat and listlessly groomed her
elementals, while Tonbo went to the door and briefly gazed out into
the storm.

Sunset was coming. The light
had dimmed, and the skies were dark with clouds. Snow flew in
drifting horizontal winds, scattering flakes all across the porch.
Tonbo sealed the door again, and headed back to the warmth.

The inn remained oddly
deserted: the inn mistress and her son were elusive. It seemed some
sort of dinner was on the way – Sura could smell roasting hare and
hot, savoury soup. Excellent choices for a cold, windy night.

Sura stirred her pot of mulled
wine, then carefully poured out three brimming cups. She presented
the first cup quietly to Chiri.

“Things will be better in the
morning, Chiri san.” The fox sighed, then raised her cup in salute
to her friends. “Kampai!”

Outside the inn, the wind
moaned as it twisted through the trees. Tonbo looked towards the
outer door, and gave a brooding nod.

“We are going onto guard
routine. One person armed and awake at all times.” He nodded
meaningfully towards Sura’s cup. “Sober and awake.”

The fox made a noise of weary
resignation.

“I just knew you’d say
that…”

Sura sipped at her mulled wine,
and listened to the ice cold wind outside. She pulled warm robes
about her shoulders.

“Yeah – I’m thinking this might
be a good night to stay indoors.” She nudged at the little earth
elemental. “Hey Daitanishi! Board games tonight?”

The little rock brightened and
bustled off to find the e-sugoroku ‘snakes and ladders’
boards. They all settled in to enjoy a quiet evening – keeping
weapons and armour close at hand.

Outside the inn, the cold wind
blew…

 


 


By midnight, the storm had
vanished. With the winds stilled, the world out on the mountain lay
hushed and quiet. Snow had blown into deep drifts against the
windward side of the inn, and the pine trees were shrouded
white.

Chiri and Sura shared a room
together, with a charcoal brazier glowing merrily away beside them.
Both were in their animal forms, fluffed up and nestling deep in
their quilts. Daitanishi and Bifuuko were happily snuggled next to
Chiri, both dozing peacefully in the warmth.

Sura slept curled in a fluffy
ball, nose to tail. Somehow a pair of monkeys had found their way
indoors: both were sleeping on the foot of her bed. The larger
monkey snored, occasionally twitching its back feet as it chased
something in its dreams.

In the common room next door,
Tonbo sat with his back against a pillar, fully armoured and fully
armed. A charcoal brazier beside him lit the room with a rich red
glow.

The faint, soft sound of a
flute came drifting through the air. It seemed to ebb and curl in
the deep, warm gloom, hovering just outside the edge of clear
perception. Tonbo half heard the sound. His head nodded, and his
eyes slowly closed. He quietly fell asleep, still sitting upright
with his tetsubo across his lap.

The flute music whispered
softly – fading then drifting back: a soft, sad call from the pure
white snow.

In his own room, Kuno sat
slowly up in his bed. He sensed the very faintest hint of music.
Scowling, he rose, walking over to open the door to the outside
world.

The snow lay deep and flawless
all over the ground. The air was stark and cold. The clouds had
gone, and stars sparkled up above. The faintest chink of moonlight
sent highlights glittering across the tops of snow-clad trees.

The music seemed clearer now.
It came from somewhere off beyond the trees, far off in the night.
Kuno stood for a long moment, listening, trying to pin the music
down.

He fetched his swords and coat.
His straw boots were still damp, but serviceable enough. The
samurai dressed silently then walked out onto the porch.

The flute music was definitely
there – it was not merely imagined. Settling his swords in his
belt, Kuno made his way down the porch steps and out into the deep,
thick snow.

The music was clearly coming
from somewhere to the north. He set off into the trees, wading
doggedly onward through the snow towards the haunting sound.

In the sky above, the waning
moon vanished slowly behind a veil of clouds…

 


 


The first tiny hint of dawn
edged the eastern sky. A faint ghost of light changed the skies
from deep black to purple-grey. The charcoal braziers had burned
down, and the inn’s common room was a place of velvet shadow.

A whisper of grey daylight
crept in through the paper-covered windows, glowing between the
slats of the wooden shutter. It reached slowly across the floor of
the common room, finally creeping across Tonbo’s sleeping form.

The big samurai drifted gently
awake – unaware that he had ever been asleep. He looked up as the
door to Kuno’s room slid open quietly, and Kuno walked softly into
the darkened room.

Kuno was dressed in his armour,
with his helmet under one arm. Kuno knelt beside Tonbo, set his
helmet beside him, and gave a short, quiet bow. He spoke softly, so
as not to awaken the others.

“Tonbo my friend. Get a few
hours of sleep. I shall take the watch.”

Tonbo gave a grateful grunt. He
heaved himself up onto his feet. Kuno poured more charcoal into the
fire and stirred it all around, bringing a fresh hot glow into the
gloom.

“The women are still asleep. I shall rouse you for a
late breakfast.” Kuno bowed to his comrade. “Good night, my
friend.”

Kuno sat back against the pillar. He yawned, feeling
tired, and rolled his head to crack at his stiff neck.

Tonbo collected his tetsubo and sleepily headed
towards his room. As he passed Kuno, he saw that the man’s upper
shins were damp: Kuno’s hakama were wet clean through. Tonbo noted
it, and paused. He tried to think – but his mind was strangely
fogged and slow.

Tonbo rubbed at his eyes, shrugged, and forgot the
whole affair. He headed on into his room, wearily shed his layers
of heavy iron armour, clanking them down into position by his bed.
The big man ejected a monkey, threw come charcoal into the room’s
brazier, and finally settled yawning into bed.

With luck, he might get three
hours sleep before yet another crisis arose. The samurai flopped
backwards into his bed, pulled up the quilts, and drifted off to
sleep with his tetsubo lying at his side.

 


 


The bright light of morning
struck a dazzle from great heaps and drifts of snow. The village
rooves were smothered white, and the pathways had disappeared
beneath a knee-deep blanket. The air was razor-sharp with cold.

Having availed herself of rice
milk, sweet porridge, omelette rolls, rice, pickles, fried pork and
pickled plums, Sura was keen to head to the village and find
something else to eat. She was also keen to snoop about and see
what could be seen. There was a mystery in the air, and the fox had
a sly, lively twist to her tail. With breastplate in place and her
spear across her shoulder, Sura felt ready for holiday fun.

Kuno and Tonbo were in full
armour, helmets hanging at their backs. Daitanishi wafted along at
Chiri’s side, looking suspiciously left and right. Villagers saw
the Spirit Hunters approaching and immediately found excuses to be
elsewhere. People looked back over their shoulders, hastening
guiltily away. Sura watched them go, scratching thoughtfully at her
chin.

They passed the deserted
pottery shop, wading awkwardly through a deep drift of loose, crisp
snow. Sura dusted herself off and craned her neck to peer off down
the street.

“The tea house is just down
here. It was kind of cute. They’re sure to do lunch!”

Tonbo flicked a glance at the
fox. “We have only just eaten breakfast.”

“Hey – we’re adventurers! We
need to try out local cuisines! Local tastes, scents, specialities
– dysentery!” The fox shot a considering glance towards the
peasants hiding behind shuttered windows. “Plus it’s the only place
I’ve seen these people gather. We need to scope out the
locals.”

Kuno stifled an enormous yawn
behind his hand. Sura tilted back her fur hat and gave the man a
glance.

“You seem tired. You’ve slept
all morning!”

The man gave a nod, yawning
once again. “I believe my need for a holiday was great.” He peered
off down the street. “So where was this tea house?”

The fox extricated her left leg
from a snow drift. “At the end of the street.”

At the far end of the street,
the old priestess appeared. She came walking from the forest
graveyard, head bowed and face troubled. The old woman drew robes
about herself against the chill, and walked quietly away.

Chiri watched the woman, her
pink eyes full of compassion.

“The old priestess has been
sacrificing again. She is most diligent.”

Tonbo frowned. “Yet not
talkative?”

“No, Tonbo san. None of them
seem to be.”

The tea house, at least, seemed
to be full. Smoke came from the kitchens, and the sound of many
voices could be heard. Sura led the way forward, pulled up the door
curtain, and ushered her friends inside.

A dozen villagers sat at tables
eating an early lunch. Noodles were being served – piping hot. Two
maids bustled out from the kitchen counter carrying bowls of food
and bottles of hot sakē. They flicked nervous glances towards Sura
and Tonbo as they entered the room. But as Kuno came into the tea
house, the villagers all studiously looked away.

Sura found a table and set
herself down, leaning her orange-bladed spear against the wall
beside her. After a moment’s hesitation, a maid came over to bow,
keeping her eyes upon the floor.

“Honoured guests. How may I
serve you?”

Tonbo settled himself down upon
a bench, his armour clanking “Tea. Noodles.”

“Kitsune noodles!” Sura happily
set aside her hat. “With a fried egg and double onions!”

The maid bowed and backed away.
She moved behind the serving bench and began an urgent, whispered
conversation with the old woman who cooked the noodles. Other
villagers hastened to finish their meals, setting coins on tables
as they all remembered appointments elsewhere. Sura sat back to
watch them all leave. Not one would meet Sura’s eye.

“Well this is comfy. I can see
why the tourist trade dropped off.”

Bowls of noodles appeared –
each with a fried egg on top, and two triangles of fried spiced
tofu jutted up out of the bowls. Sura stropped her chopsticks,
seized hold of her egg and eagerly engulfed it.

The inn mistress’s son, Domei,
sat at a far table with two empty bottles of sakē before him. The
young man rubbed at the hideous scar that deformed his face. He
flashed a glance at Sura, then instantly looked away.

The man suddenly rose from his
seat and turned to leave. Sura amiably waved a hand in his
direction.

“Domei san! Good morning!”

The man hesitated. He caught
Sura’s eye for one brief, significant instant, then stalked quietly
from the room. He could be heard in the entrance, tying his snow
boots into place, and then the man was gone.

Sura swiftly crammed her
noodles down her throat and drank the soup, keeping an eye upon the
door. She slid up out of her seat, stretched and yawned, then
leaned over to murmur softly into Tonbo’s ear.

“That man wants to tell us
something.” The fox idled as if she had not a concern in the world.
“Give me three minutes – then follow me carefully. Stay out of
sight.”

Kuno frowned.

“The holiday is forgotten?”

“I’m on my lunch break.”

Sura took her spear and idled
over to the doors. She tied on her straw boots before meandering
quietly out into the street.

Domei was nowhere to be seen.
Villagers had tramped the snow flat in front of the tea shop,
heading down the street towards their homes. But a single set of
tracks led down the side of the tea shop, trodden through fresh,
deep snow. Sura looked along the street – saw nothing but a few
villagers hastening away – and casually wandered to the alley
entrance.

No one seemed to be watching.
Sura knelt to check her boots, flicking a clandestine eye across
the street. Content that she was not in any immediate danger, the
fox rose and stepped down the alleyway. She pushed awkwardly
through deep snow that had fallen from rooves on either side,
coming out into an odd, untidy set of yards that lurked behind the
street.

There were a few farm houses
nearby, with tree thickets and snow-covered fields butted up
against the forest. A single line of tracks headed towards a copse
of berry bushes and snow-smothered plum trees.

Sura moved swiftly out and
dropped to one knee behind a bush, scanning the terrain for danger.
She could see nothing moving, nothing threatening… and yet there
was a strange sense of being watched. The fox held her spear at the
ready, her tail giving a suspicious swish across the snow.

The door of a nearby farm hut
nudged open, and a little puppy – all eyes and paws – came
blundering out into the snow. The creature yapped and pounced,
scuffing about and playing – full of bounce and life.

A young teenage boy dashed out
of the house, racing to seize hold of the pup. He gathered the
little creature up in his arms, then caught sight of Sura kneeling
in the snow nearby. The boy stared at her in shock.

An older woman raced out of the
hut. She swept the boy up into her robes, hiding him away. The
woman spared a fearful glance for Sura, then searched the woods and
peaks. She hastened boy and puppy indoors, and swiftly shut the
door.

Sura rose from behind the
bushes, looking towards the farm hut, with a thoughtful scowl. The
fox leaned on her spear and pondered.

Suddenly a scream of terror
came from the thicket ahead. The fox was instantly on the move,
spear ready, racing forwards through the snow. She followed the
single set of tracks as she ploughed onwards, leaping high across
the drifts.

She burst into a clearing
amidst trees and snow. Domei lay splayed on the ground, frozen
inside a shimmering block of ice. The fox instantly swirled her
spear and cast a spell, power crackling through the winter air.

 


“One Tao, one sight, one
world, one mind.

Let the hidden souls come forth.

Let ghosts appear to mortal eyes…”

 


Sura whipped two fingers along
her spear haft. A rippling cone of distortion shot forth from the
blade. There was a flash of light from deeper in the thicket, and
the silhouette of a woman in suikan robes shimmered briefly
in the gloom. The figure threw up one hand, and the snow in the
branches above Sura’s head came cascading down upon her. Sura
floundered free, shaking snow from her eyes.

It was too late: the hidden
woman had gone. Sura scanned her spear across the trees, but
nothing could be seen. There were no tracks in the snow – no marks
or footprints. The fox advanced to the nearest trees and searched
again, but the other woman had vanished.

“Damn it!”

Sura ploughed her way back to
Domei’s side and knelt beside him. The man lay on his back with a
look of terror and astonishment on his face. He was frozen solid,
encased in a sheath of ice at least four handbreadths deep.

Footsteps flitted through the
snow behind her – from a different direction to the mysterious
silhouette. Sura whipped about, spear in one hand and a shuriken
spike poised to throw in the other. But there was no attack – no
flash of movement. The steps receded swiftly, and the thicket was
still once more.

Sura shimmered and changed into
her half fox, half human form. She moved carefully forward to where
she had heard the footsteps. The fox sniffed carefully, her black
nose testing at the breeze.

Something flickered at the edge
of her sight. The fox moved forward to a tree. A few long strands
of ice-white hair were caught in the bark.

A white handprint made of ice
had also been left upon the tree bark. It had been made by a
slender hand – decidedly feminine. Sura collected the stray hairs
and sniffed, sensing the slightest hint of female scent.

Tonbo, Kuno and Chiri came running into
the thicket, showering snow wildly about them. Daitanishi zipped
through the trees ahead, looking angrily about. Kuno had his sword
drawn. Chiri sent Bifuuko whirring up high to check for danger,
while Tonbo thundered forward to stand by Sura and cover her.

There were no enemies to be found. Sura
forged over to Domei’s body and knelt at his side.

Tonbo joined her, looking grimly down
at the twisted, frozen figure in the snow. He leaned upon his
tetsubo and brushed snow away from the young man’s face.

“Dead?”

“I don’t know. He’s frozen! Completely
frozen!” Sura’s expression was dire. She handed the long white
hairs to Tonbo. “Female hair.”

Tonbo carefully inspected the
hairs.

“White.” He looked thoughtfully off to
the trees. “Your old priestess?”

“She’d have to be moving damned fast
for an old lady. Whoever did this was gone like magic.”

Bifuuko returned from zooming about the
treetops, then whispered into Chiri’s ear. The rat spirit nodded
before joining the others at the centre of the thicket.

Chiri kept glancing toward the shadows
as she made her report.

“There are tracks in two places, but
they seem to disappear.” The rat spirit turned her head, ever
careful. “Perhaps the culprit moved through the branches?”

Sura gave a sigh. “Perhaps.”

The fox laid a hand upon Domei’s body.
Her tail gave a slow thrash.

“He was a brave man. He knew this was
what he risked.” Sura looked off towards the trees. “Now I really
wonder what he had to say?”

Tonbo looked down at the body.

“What can freeze a body solid?”

“An elemental mage.” Chiri nodded
softly. “A shugenja specializing in water magics. She could summon
a spell from snow and ice.”

Sura looked at the white hairs that had
been caught against the tree.

“Kuno. Your flute player had black
hair?”

The samurai flicked her a glance of
irritation. “I have already said so.”

The fox gave a nod. “Then let us go and
find the old priestess.”

But first, there was duty to be done.
Sura pushed clear some snow and knelt beside Domei. She circled her
hands, and a gleaming yin-yang symbol shimmered in the air before
her.

Sura bowed her head and prayed.

 


“Peace. Let no souls
grieve…”

 


She made her prayer, then gave a solemn
bow. They would have to find the inn mistress and bring her the
body. But this would have to wait, with urgent business to be done.
Sura arose, slapped snow from her knees, then took up her spear,
leading the way towards the strange graveyard nearby.

 


 


The field of miniature statues was quite
smothered in snow – merely a strange, undulating stretch of open
snow. But through the trees just beyond the shrine stood an
eccentric old house. A shed held rocks and mason’s chisels –
apparently ready for the making of more statues. A small pond was
somehow still unfrozen – apparently heated by a leak of warm water
from below.

The old priestess was at her shed,
collecting an armload of firewood. Seeing the Spirit Hunters
approach, she gave a slight, weary bow and headed for the house.
Opening the door she stood waiting patiently for her guests.

The Spirit Hunters bowed and entered.
Bifuuko and Daitanishi kept close beside Chiri as the rat spirit
removed her boots before entering the house. The old priestess
never said a word. She walked over to a wide stone fireplace in the
centre of the room and settled down beside it. Leaning over she
placed a log upon the fire, stirring up the coals.

A fire elemental was dozing in the
embers – a mottled thing, part ash, part coals, shaped like a
salamander. Sura knelt by the hearth, keeping a wary eye both on
the elemental and the priestess. The other Spirit Hunters knelt
behind her. They all bowed to the priestess, and the old woman
bowed gravely in return.

She seemed vague and tired. Sura –
still in half-fox, half-human form, gave a formal nod.

“Honoured priestess. We have just
discovered the body of the innkeeper’s son, Domei. He is in the
plum thicket. His body has been completely frozen.” Sura inclined
her head. “We regret to inform you that he is dead. I have prayed
to set his soul at rest.”

The old woman said nothing, as though
she were deliberately ignoring the news. She merely ordered the
pile of firewood beside the hearth. Sura watched for a moment, then
spoke once again – quietly insistent.

“Priestess – one of your villagers has
been frozen.”

The old priestess hung her head, long
white hair trailing to the floor about her face.

“Domei san…?” The priestess gave a
world weary sigh. “That is sad news. How his mother will bear it, I
cannot tell. I must go and be with her.”

Tonbo gave a nod.

“We must summon your head man – your
magistrate.”

“We have none.” The old priestess
quietly stirred the coals. “In as much as we need a leader, I
serve.”

Sura watched the old woman in great
suspicion. The tip of her tail gave a twitch.

“You have not asked us how Domei san
came to be frozen.”

The priestess shrugged.

“You are people of honour. I do not
suspect you of his murder. Had your spells struck him down, you
would hardly come to find the poor boy a priest.”

Sura stood. She walked over to examine
a scroll that hung upon the wall – a beautiful depiction of air
elementals dancing in the steam of a spring. She kept a quiet eye
upon the fire elemental that watched her from the coals.

“You are a shugenja, priestess? An
elemental magician?”

The old woman flicked a hand towards
the hearth.

“My specialty is flame. Flame and
earth. In my poor way I try to keep peace with the mountain. I am
insufficient to the task.” She rose abruptly to her feet. “If you
will forgive me, I must find men to bring in Domei, and bring the
news to his mother.”

Sura turned, smoothing at her
whiskers.

“Your student.... She died – what?
Seven years ago?”

“Yes.” The old priestess turned away.
“The subject is painful. Please desist.”

Chiri suddenly spoke. Her soft
voice stopped the priestess in her tracks.

“Honoured priestess. Your dead
student. She was a water mage, was she not?”

The old priestess kept her face
turned away. “She was many things.”

The rat’s voice was polite –
but unyielding.

“Forgive me my disrespect, but
you have not answered my question.”

The old woman flicked a dark
glance at Chiri.

“You are impertinent, girl!”
The priestess turned to Sura. “Colleague – we thank you for
attending to our brother’s body. Do not harass the villagers with
your constant questions and interference. This is a time of
mourning.” She gathered a walking staff and pulled open the door.
“Let yourselves out.”

The old woman left the house,
stalking off towards the thickets without once looking back.

Sura sidled over to a shelf,
and tried to look entirely innocent as she peered into nooks and
crannies. The fire elemental watched her with suspicion, keeping
the fox under its eye.

Tonbo found a comb lying on a
chest at one side of the room. There were a few white hairs caught
in the tines. Sura saw what the man was up to and hastened beside
him, trying to block the fire elemental’s view.

The fox produced the long hairs
found at the murder site. They compared them with those from the
old priestess’ comb. Seen side by side, the hairs were clearly
different. The hairs in the comb where a silver-grey, while those
from the thicket were a more brilliant, blueish-white.

Tonbo gave a thoughtful
growl.

“Not a good match.”

“No…” Sura looked toward the
door. “But she is hiding a great deal.”

Kuno stood and waited for the
others to join him at the door. He glowered at Sura in
impatience.

“We should leave. We are not
welcome here. It is disrespectful to interfere with this woman’s
belongings.”

Sura gave a reluctant sigh, and
waved a hand at the fire elemental. “I suppose. Plus Fido here will
have something to say about it if we make a proper search.” She
frowned in irritation. “So where does that leave us?”

Kuno squared his shoulders. “In
search of a female shugenja. One with white hair. Not black.”

“And helping the villagers out
with Domei.” Sura gave a sigh. “I’ll go and assist with the
body.”

Tonbo gave a grunt.

“Good. We three will search the
woods. There may be some sign of tracks.

Chiri joined Kuno out on the
porch, putting her boots on once again. Kuno’s manner was agitated
and annoyed. The rat spirit looked at him in gentle concern.

“Kuno san – your flute player.
If she saved you, then perhaps she might help us further? We could
seek her out and ask her for information?”

Kuno tied his boots about his
shins. “I have not seen her in the village. And after this, I do
not think the villagers will care to speak with us.”

He rose and stalked off. Chiri
watched him, torn with distress. She looked away and gave a little
sigh.

“Kuno san does not approve of
our line of investigations.”

Sura watched the man go, and
thoughtfully sucked on a fang. “Kuno san has a bug up his arse.”
She saw that Tonbo was ready to go. “Tonbo – keep an eye on Kuno.
Chiri and I will finish up here.”

Tonbo nodded, shouldered his
tetsubo and marched off in pursuit of Kuno. Sura turned back to
make a last scan of the room. She wandered over to the hearth and
made certain that the fire elemental had a decent bed of coals. She
passed a chunk of deep red, glowing embers to the elemental, and
the creature crunched upon it slowly, thoughtfully eying the
fox.

Sura left the room and closed
the door behind her. She lashed her footwear into place, keeping an
eye upon the village beyond the thickets.

The fox was deep in
thought.

“Let us take it as read that
this village is keeping a secret. For some reason, they want to
keep it absolutely secret.”

Chiri suddenly sat stiff and
straight. A thought dawned.

“Sura san. What do you think
about the villagers?”

The fox looked up from tying
her boots. “Give me another couple of hours and I’m willing to
start kicking them.”

“Excuse me, Sura san, but
think!” The rat was quite amazed at herself for having missed the
obvious for so long. “Have you seen any young men? Any at all?
There are young boys, girls and women – but no one other than Domei
who is a man beneath fifty or sixty!”

Sura sank back down onto the
bench, blinking in amazement. Chiri nodded, looking back towards
the graveyard.

“The memorial cairns were all
to men. But there are no men in the village!” The rat spirit
blinked. “They have all died?”

Sura closed her eyes, nodding
in agreement. “And the dates were spread out over a few
years...”

The fox surged up onto her
feet.

“I saw one boy, about fourteen.
That’s all. He ran indoors the moment he was seen…”

There were no young men – no
men in the prime of life.

None at all.

Chiri stood beside Sura, and
gave a determined nod.

“Something strange has happened
here. We must think on it. We must be vigilant.”

There was work to be done.
Domei’s body had to be collected and brought to the shrine. Prayers
needed to be said and rituals done. Sura took up her spear, and let
Daitanishi settle on her shoulder. She linked arms with Chiri, and
the two animal spirits set off towards the village, walking onward
through the cold.
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Chapter
5

In the evening, a sullen
snowfall drifted slowly from the clouds. Sunset came merely as a
darkening of the sky and a slow ebbing of light. The temperature
plunged. Only at the springs were paths still bare of snow. Warm
rocks and steam melted snowflakes as they fell, spattering the
pathways with water.

Chiri, Tonbo and Kuno trudged
into the inn’s common room, beating snowflakes from their clothes.
The room was freezing cold, and the lamps had not been lit. Tired
from an afternoon spent searching the woods for tracks, they were
feeling quite stiff with cold. Kuno dragged off his armour piece by
piece, setting the suit aside where the damp silk lacings could
slowly dry. He sat himself down at the centre of the room and gazed
blankly at the floor.

Tonbo ranked his heavy armour
plates over beside Kuno’s.

Meanwhile, Chiri busied herself
with the lamps. She was in her half rat, half human form – glad for
the extra layer of fur. Daitanishi helped her strike a light, and
the lanterns were set aglow one by one. Chiri carefully set lamps
out in the passage way, hoping to bring some cheer into the
house.

Tonbo lit the brazier, blowing
on the little flames until the charcoal finally glowed. He set the
kettle on its little frame above the flame, and sat down to hold
his hands out towards the fire.

Little by little, the brazier
began to warm the room. Kuno, Chiri and Tonbo sat close about the
glow, trying to thaw themselves piece by piece. Daitanishi and
Bifuuko rested on the floor beside Chiri’s knees, shuffling close
to the brazier and looking grateful for the warmth.

After a while, the kettle
boiled. Chiri poured out the tea – a very decent genmaicha
Sura had liberated from the kitchens. The scent of tea was
wonderfully welcome.

After a while, footsteps
sounded upon the porch. The old priestess – stiff faced and silent
– came into the inn. She led the inn mistress on into the gloom,
moving with a steady, measured tread.

The inn mistress was red-eyed
and desolate. The priestess guided her towards her private
quarters.

Sura came in after them –
dusted from snout to tail in snow. She was tired, dispirited, and
frozen clean through to the bone. The fox threw her boots to one
side of the entrance and made her way up the steps towards her
friends.

Chiri arose, her well-wrapped
tail curling, and helped Sura doff her wet coat. Snow and melt
water had soaked her through, and the fox’s black hands were like
ice. Tonbo found the fox a dry robe while she hastily stripped off
her wet, frozen clothes.

Hastily dressed and dried, the
fox took a seat by the brazier.

Chiri threw a quilt around
Sura’s shoulders.

“Sura san – what has happened
with Domei?”

Sura pulled the quilt tight
about herself. She felt drained and decidedly tired.

“We have him laid out in the
shrine. I convinced them to at least thaw the ice from around him
before we think about graves or burials or cremation.” She felt sad
– she had failed the man. “I suppose I half hoped he’d somehow
still be alive if we thawed him. But at least this way I can get an
actual look at the body – see if there’s any clues… We’ve been
melting the ice bit by bit…” Chiri handed her hot tea. “Thank you,
my friend.”

They all sat together about the
brazier, sipping much-needed tea. Tonbo stirred at the coals and
set the kettle back on over the heat.

Chiri changed back into her
human form, and swept back long, gleaming hair. She quietly took
Sura’s cup and filled it again.

“Did you find the mother of the
fourteen year old?”

Sura blew a breath out past her
whiskers and shook her head. “The house was empty, but the
fireplace was still hot. They’ve done a runner on us. No one will
confess to knowing who lived in the house.”

Sura changed back into her
human form. Keeping an eye on Kuno, she leaned in to murmur quietly
in Chiri’s ear.

“All’s quiet here?”

“All is quiet.”

Kuno had brought forward his
wicker basket. He took off the lid to reveal several large, sealed
bowls.

“We can hardly expect the
hostess to care for us tonight. I arranged for food from the tea
house. I have a meal for the inn mistress as well.”

Chiri nodded. “That was a kind
thought, Kuno san.”

Chiri arose, took hold of a
lantern and padded softly off to the inn’s kitchens. She found some
plates and bowls, cups and trays, and carried everything back into
the common room.

Sura was being kept back from
the cooking arrangements as Tonbo heated water, mixed soup and made
hot broth. Chiri set the bowls beside him, and together they laid
out hot noodles in soup with rolls of egg, and rice topped with
savoury beans. There was enough for the old priestess to eat as
well. Chiri set two potions out onto a tray.

“I will take the food to the
inn mistress now, and express our regrets.”

The rat spirit daintily bore
the tray off into the inn, with Bifuuko hovering ahead to light the
way. She found the inn mistress’ door, knelt down on the floor
outside and knocked.

The old priestess answered the
door – glowering and stiff. Chiri gave a graceful bow.

The priestess looked down at
the rat with no sign of welcome.

“Shugenja. How may I assist
you?”

“We can offer the inn mistress
very little to comfort her in her grief. But my colleagues and I
have brought you both a meal.” Chiri sat quietly back. “If she will
allow us, we shall do whatever chores are needed to see to the
running of her inn.”

The priestess looked aside.

“You are noble guests. We
cannot ask you to clean an inn.”

Chiri passed the tray into the
room, and bowed again.

“Please excuse me – but the
humblest acts can express the noblest intent.”

In the room beyond, the inn
mistress sat miserably beside a single lantern. She looked up at
Chiri in shock and gratitude.

Before she could speak, the old
priestess firmly shut the door in Chiri’s face. Chiri sat back at
looked at the door for a while, then arose, walking thoughtfully
back to all her friends.

More lanterns had been lit, and
another brazier set aglow. Kuno sat looking tired, listlessly
eating his food. Sura handed a bowl of noodles over to Chiri. The
rat nodded in gratitude.

“The inn mistress is grateful.
But the priestess is quite set upon her hostility.”

Tonbo looked up from across his
noodle bowl.

“So what now?”

Sura wearily served out some
rice.

“We eat. Then I try to thaw out
at the baths.” She looked at the dark windows. The evening grew
ever more chill. “We can’t go out in the snow at night. But first
thing tomorrow, we should start a full search. Get into the village
and get some stories out of people. Bugger their sensibilities. We
have a shugenja to catch.” She raised her noodle bowl in
salute.

“Happy holidays.”

Outside the snow slowly fell into a
night that glittered with an icy chill.

 


 


An hour later, Kuno had slumped off into
an early sleep. He lay wrapped in his quilts, utterly exhausted.
Tonbo had armoured himself once again. He walked the rooms of the
inn, tetsubo in hand, keeping a diligent guard. From time to time
he slid open a door and looked carefully out over the snow,
searching for the slightest hint of danger.

Down at the hot springs, warm ground
kept the freezing cold at bay. Stone lanterns had been lit,
spreading a little light to glitter out across the steaming waters.
A charcoal brazier glowed bright, heating the area used for
changing clothes.

Sura and Chiri sat in the covered
section of the baths, where the walls and roof trapped the heat
from the waters. They sat naked together, washing one another’s
backs while the two elementals kept a careful watch on the area all
around them. Chiri’s natagama and Sura’s spear, kodachi, throwing
spikes and a pair of pepper eggs were all kept close at hand.

Chiri scooped hot water carefully over
Sura’s back, rinsing her friend’s long orange hair. The rat spirit
gave a quiet sigh.

“The baths have been a godsend.” She
looked out over the clear waters. “The peace is truly welcome.”

They collected their weapons and moved
over to the baths, slipping slowly into the hot water. They lay
back, side by side – weapons close at hand – and mused about life,
the universe and everything.

Floating together for a long,
quiet while, the pair listened to the splash and spatter of the
waterfalls. Snowflakes drifted upwards in the heat above the
pool.

Chiri seemed preoccupied and slightly
sad. Sura rolled over and reached out to squeeze her best friend’s
hand.

“So how are you holding up?”

Chiri gave a rueful little shrug.

“Well enough.”

A faint noise came over the
sound of the springs. Sura and Chiri immediately snatched their
weapons, only to see a silhouette on the steps leading down towards
them.

It was the inn mistress,
dressed in a bath robe and carrying a lantern. She was hollow-eyed,
moving with painful, grief-stricken slowness.

The woman caught sight of Sura
and Chiri and came to a halt. She gave a bow, and immediately
prepared to leave.

“Please excuse me. I will come
back another time.”

Chiri bowed her head, gesturing
quietly to the water.

“No no. Please share our bath.
We will not disturb you unless you wish it.”

The inn mistress hesitated,
then nodded her head in a bow. She moved over to one side and
quietly disrobed. The woman poured water over herself, moving
slowly, as though having to think carefully to perform even the
simplest of actions. She moved over to the bath itself and silently
descended into the water, then sat by herself in the darkness.

She tried to be stoic, but
tears finally began. She wiped her face, hands shaking. Sura came
quietly over through the water, and placed a cup of goblin wine
close beside the inn mistress.

The woman could not meet Sura’s
gaze. She took the cup in hand, and stared hollowly down into the
baths. She slowly turned the cup around and around in her hand.

“Thank you, priestess.”

Sura sat herself quietly in the
water nearby. “We fed the monkeys.”

“Thank you, priestess. Thank
you, shugenja.” The inn mistress hung her head. “I had forgotten
the basic decency of animal spirits. Forgive me if I have wronged
you.”

Sura nodded gently towards the
wine cup.

“Here. Goblin wine. Interesting
stuff.”

The inn mistress drank. Sura
came forward and gently poured her out another cup.

“You must not blame
yourself.”

The inn mistress set her
shoulders straight. Her voice rang with bitterness.

“I have nothing to be ashamed
of. I did what I thought was right.”

The words seemed to hang in the
air. Off across the bathing pool, the waterfalls sparkled.

Chiri came forward and gave a
respectful bow.

“Please excuse me – but if
anyone else is in danger, then you must help us. For the sake of
your son’s memory, we humbly ask that you assist us.”

The inn mistress bowed her
head, then clearly made a decision. She kept her eyes upon the
water, hissing words out in an intense whisper full of fear.

“You must do something!
Swiftly! While your two men still live!”

“No!”

The old priestess stood on the
steps from the inn. She strode to the edge of the baths. Her voice
snapped out through the cold.

“Silence! Keep silent!”

The inn mistress turned to the
old priestess, wrung with pain.

“Priestess – these are monster
hunters! They must be told!”

The old priestess moved forward
in rage.

“There is no monster!”

The old woman smashed her staff
straight down at Sura’s head. The fox ducked into the water, and
the staff splashed just overhead. But the old priestess jammed the
weapon downwards like a spear, catching Sura painfully on the
shoulder.

Sura seized the end of the
staff, exploding up out of the water. The old priestess wrenched
the weapon back, staggering away as she pulled the staff out of
Sura’s grasp.

The old priestess swept back
her staff, the air thrumming as she whipped it downwards again at
the fox.

Sura dodged back, the staff
cracking into the stone rim of the bath beside her. She seized her
pepper egg from beside the bath and hurtled it straight at the old
woman’s head. The priestess shielded herself with an arm, and the
egg struck and ricocheted aside; in her haste, Sura had grabbed a
hard-boiled egg by mistake. But the hard blow bought Sura time to
surge up out of the water and seize her spear.

The old priestess instantly
flung a hand out towards the nearest brazier.

 


“Spirits of the raging
flame!

I summon thee in duty’s
name!”

 


Fire elementals exploded up out
of the coals, hissing in rage. They gathered to leap at Sura, when
suddenly a natagama came blurring through the air. It slammed
blade-first into a wooden pillar beside the old priestess’ head,
halting her before she could unleash the elementals into
battle.

Naked, dripping wet and with
her pink eyes cold, Nezumi Chiri stood with her second natagama
poised ready to throw. Water elementals rose out of the baths
behind her, seething and dripping – ready to fling themselves at
the flame elementals.

The rat spirit’s voice carried
clear and cold.

“I earnestly request that you
reconsider your intentions.” Chiri’s eyes were murderously
sharp.

“Do not in any way
underestimate my willingness to kill you to protect my friend…”

More and more water elementals
arose from the baths and snow. Faced with overwhelming force, the
old priestess sank back. She let her hands fall, and the fire
elementals faded back into the coals. The woman seemed to deflate –
her staff falling numbly from her hands.

The old priestess sat down upon
a bench, glaring down at the baths through dark eyes.

Chiri and Sura dressed and
settled grimly on the benches nearby. The inn mistress sat herself
beside them – strangely blank and relieved. She stared at the
ground, gazing at events long past.

The inn mistress spoke quietly
in the gloom.

“It began six years ago – a
year after Mirusu chan died. Young men began to disappear during
the winter. It happened one by one – sometimes weeks would go
between disappearances. But always they were gone without a
trace.”

The woman closed her eyes,
looking sick and drawn.

“Later, we heard the music.
Something was drawing them away. Away into the mountain peak, where
they were never seen again.

“We know that she controls the
snow, the winds and storms. The villagers dare not speak to you,
Reibai san, for fear that Mirusu will bring the mountain down and
destroy us all!”

The old priestess looked
bitterly away.

“She is a good girl. She does
not mean to do what she does.”

Sura listened, looking between
the two women  utterly aghast.

“She has killed every young man
in the village?”

The inn mistress hung her head
in sorrow.

“No, Reibai san. Not all. Those
whose boys approach manhood take the chance to flee during the
summer, when the spring thaws come. She seems to only haunt the
snow.” The woman looked off towards the mountain pass. “They flee
and never return, abandoning everything.”

Chiri was filled with
sadness.

“But your own son – why did you
not flee?”

The old priestess looked at the
inn mistress in contempt.

“She owns the spa. With her
husband taken, she had to stay. She had to have her son to help
her.”

Sura looked closer at the inn
mistress, suddenly understanding exactly what the woman had
done.

“You scarred his face.”

The inn mistress wept in
desolation.

“May the gods forgive me. But
it saved his life!”

The old priestess sniffed.

“Greed kept you here. And so he
hated you for what you had done.”

Kitsune Sura turned stern eyes
upon the other priestess.

“No one knows that more than
she does! No one punishes her more than she punishes herself!” The
fox’s voice seared into the old priestess. “A priest’s first duty
is found in compassion. You have lost yourself!”

Glowering, Sura deliberately
took a sip from a cup of buckwheat wine to give herself breathing
space. She laid her head back against the wall behind her and
carefully measured her breaths.

The fox turned once again to
the old priestess.

“Describe Mirusu.”

The old priestess gave a
sorrowful sigh.

“Slim – pure and innocent.
Long, lustrous black hair.”

The fox nodded. “And she plays
a flute?”

“Yes…” The old woman suddenly
felt lost and sad. “She played like a goddess. She could make
elementals dance and new spring grasses sing…”

Sura nodded and arose. She
walked with Chiri out to the open air. They both stood – armed and
deep in thought – slowly musing out across the steam.

Chiri gave a nod, ordering her
thoughts.

“What do you think, Sura
san?”

The fox turned to look off
towards the mountain peak. It was hidden by a drifting haze of
snowfall. But even so – she could feel it looming dark and cold up
above the forest.

“I think there’s a glacier a
couple of ri away up there. And that’s going to be freezing cold,
even during summer...”

There was something very
strange about the monkeys. The creatures had all come crowding in
about the edge of the springs, as if taking shelter from something
in the dark. All held stock still – utterly terrified – staring up
towards the inn.

Bifuuko and Daitanishi whirred
into the air, hovering stiffly – staring out into the night. Chiri
put a hand upon Sura, observing the monkeys as they crept slowly
back from the inn – all of them wide eyed and jittering with
fear.

They continued to stare back
towards the inn – some of them rising high on their back legs,
listening.

Listening…

Sura blinked. The sound of the
waterfalls at the baths covered all other sounds. The fox ran out
between the monkeys and clambered onto a tall boulder. She turned
her head about, craning her pointed ears – listening – straining to
catch a faint sound that drifted out amongst the falling snow.

Chiri raced up beside her, with
Bifuuko and Daitanishi flashing up to join her. They all listened –
then suddenly their ears caught faint, haunting melody.

A flute played somewhere out in
the dark…

Sick with fear, Chiri leapt
from the rock and raced towards the inn.

“Kuno!”

Sura dropped into the snow,
spear in hand, and sprinted hard on Chiri’s tail.

They took the steps three by
three, lunging up into the inn. The building was dark and chill,
with only a faint gutter of light from the common room.

Chiri burst into the common
room. A cold wind came blowing in from open doors beyond, swirling
with snow. The wind trilled and ebbed to the sound of a flute
playing from somewhere far out in the dark.

Tonbo lay splayed face down on
the floor, trying to rise – dazed by a weird icy chill that twisted
through the music. Sura staggered as the flute song seemed to blur
her mind. Chiri put her hands to her ears, fighting to keep on her
feet, trying to shake the spell away. She called out to Bifuuko,
letting power sparkle from her hands.

 


“Spell of music, spell of
harm!

Be banished now! Dispel the
charm!”

 


Bifuuko set up a great humming,
surging beat of her wings. She caught the cadence of the flute
music, hovered raggedly for a moment, then built her wingbeats up
into a low, strong hum. The flute music faded, and Chiri shook her
head, clearing the mist from her brain. Sura hung on all fours on
the floor, blinking and opening her eyes wide. She forced herself
forward, jerking free of the spell and making her way to Tonbo’s
side.

Tonbo was dazed and blinking –
still half asleep and utterly confused. Chiri ran past him and
looked through the open door into Kuno’s room.

“Sura san! Kuno’s gone!”

Kuno’s bed was empty and his
clothes and swords were gone. Chiri sped to the porch, and saw a
line of footprints leading off towards the mountain peak. The
tracks were already filling with snow. The rat plunged out into the
cold with Daitanishi and Bifuuko weaving through the air beside
her.

“Chiri! Wait!” Sura tried to
sit Tonbo up and shake him awake. Chiri was already off and away
into the snowfall. “Tonbo! Wake up!”

The big man mumbled and looked
like he might fall back asleep. Sura seized a handful of snow and
jammed it deep into Tonbo’s pants. The man opened his eyes wide and
instantly surged awake, blundering to his feet and staggering,
looking extremely confused.

“What? What’s happening?”

Sura grabbed his arm. “An
undead witch has Kuno! Chiri’s after them!”

“Right.” Still a little numbed,
the big man saw nothing unusual in the scenario. “Let’s go!”

Sura heaved up the tetsubo and
planted it in Tonbo’s hands. She seized her breastplate and tied
the shoulder straps, deciding to sort the rest on the fly. Fur coat
in one hand and spear in the other, she plunged out into the cold.
Tonbo planted his helmet onto his head and charged after her.

The trail led off towards the
mountain peak – towards the glacier. Sura raced to catch up with
Chiri, driving on into the weird grey haze of snow.

 


 


A deep cave of glittering ice
plunged into the mountain glacier. High above, the peak gleamed
against the snow clouds, moaning as winds hissed and surged across
the cliffs. The aqua-coloured ice seemed to somehow shimmer with a
lingering, haunted light.

The arms of the cave stretched
out, making a cleft that was sheltered from the wind. Great chunks
of fallen ice littered the rocky ground – looming jagged and
fantastic in the dark.

A maiden sat atop one
glittering ice block. She was dressed in flowing blue-white robes,
a silver circlet about her brow. Long black hair hung like liquid
silk far down her back.

The girl played the flute,
meditating intensely upon her art. She stared off into the night as
she played, and snowflakes crystallised out of thin air and swirled
about her. The music called, and snow clouds brooded thick and
freezing overhead.

Kuno appeared, walking in a
dream as he came traipsing from the dark. He was in a trance,
captured by the music. He walked forward, and his dazed eyes saw
the maiden in the snow. He smiled, and she instantly stopped her
song. The girl leapt from the rock, sailing down with an eerie
slowness. She landed before Kuno and folded him inside her
arms.

The snow maiden stared at Kuno
in utter besotted worship. She kept her hands covered by the long
sleeves of her robes, caressing his face. With the cloth between
them, she laid her face adoringly against his cheek.

Kuno reached up dazedly to
touch her. The maiden covered his hands with her sleeves, making
certain that their skin never touched. She kissed him adoringly
through the cloth, so utterly in love with him that she cried.

From the sidelines, a sour,
angry voice dripped with scorn.

“I do not believe you are doing
this again!” The voice was young, female and searing. “You are
pathetic!”

The dark haired maiden clung to
Kuno. She looked back towards the ice boulders, her eyes flashing
bright.

“I won’t let you hurt him. I
won’t!”

“Because you love him?”

A second maiden was in the
cleft, leaning sardonically against a boulder. She was a mirror
image of the first – though with brilliant ice-white hair and a
face filled with bitterness.

The white-haired maiden came
forward, weary with absolute frustration and almost in tears.

“You know what they do to you!
I can’t believe you keep on seeking them out! Men are poison!”

The first maiden gripped
tightly to Kuno. “This one is different! This one is kind!”

The white-haired maiden slammed
a hand against a boulder – leaving an icy mark upon the rock.

“Why? Why do you let them fool
you this way? Don’t let them in! Don’t give them the power to hurt
us!”

Chiri, Tonbo and Sura raced
forward through the snow, following Kuno’s footprints. They kept
low, weaving up the cleft beneath vast cliffs of glacial ice. They
pressed flat against a boulder, glimpsing across the top to see the
two maidens and Kuno. Chiri seized her natagama and wanted to race
into the attack, but Sura signalled her to stay put. The fox lifted
up her ears to eavesdrop on her prey.

The sour, white-haired maiden
kept well away from Kuno. She flicked an embittered glance at her
twin.

“By the gods, you sicken me
sometimes! Do have any idea how much it hurts me to see you acting
like such an idiot!”

The dark-haired girl looked at
the other in sulky irritation.

“You want me to. Don’t pretend
that you don’t crave love every bit as much as I do.”

Behind their boulder, Tonbo
sank down and whispered quietly to Sura.

“Spirits?”

The fox nodded slowly. “Snow
maidens. Ice kami. But why are there two?”

Chiri was watching the snow
maidens like a hawk, her tail lashing. Daitanishi and Bifuuko kept
a careful guard beside her. The dark-haired maiden clung tight to
Kuno, who held her in a vague, contented daze. The white haired
snow maiden could not even bring herself to look at him.

“We cannot even touch him
skin-to-skin! All this talk of love is but a sham!”

“This one is different!” The
black-haired snow maiden kept a tight hold on Kuno’s arm. “This one
knew what I was, and didn’t care! He has been kind. He talked to us
for hours and hours and hours…”

The other maiden covered her
eyes in despair. “It only goes downhill from here! They say honeyed
words, and then the lies begin!” The girl flapped her hands
hopelessly. “It degenerates! Why must it always degenerate?”

Her dark-haired sister hung her
head in misery.

“I am not good enough to hold
their love.”

The white-haired maiden whirled
in rage. “The fault isn’t ours! We’re willing to give them
everything – everything! And then they just use us!” She
wept  torn clean through the soul. “It’s
so beautiful at the beginning! Why? Why can’t it always be like it
is at the beginning? Without the lies and the hurt? Without the
slow loss of wanting, needing – caring?”

The white-haired maiden wept in
desolation. Her sister came to her, putting an arm about her.

“Shhh. Don’t cry! You’re the
strong one! Please don’t cry.” The dark-haired girl suddenly took
on a look of weird, intense new inspiration. Her eyes shone bright
and quite mad. “We can make the perfection last! Last forever!”

The white-haired girl looked up
– full of hope, but then utterly appalled. She seemed to sink –
entirely powerless. She reached for the other girl’s hand.

“No. Not again…”

The dark snow maiden had left
her. She walked towards Kuno, who stood dazed and dreaming. She
circled him, looking at him in sick adoration.

“We have to preserve the beauty
of the beginning! That way the happiness can never tarnish!” She
seemed to glow with terrible dreams.

“Perfect love – forever and
ever…”

She drew Kuno and the other
woman on into the cave itself. Sura signalled to her friends, and
they crept stealthily forward, keeping hidden back amongst great
twisted pillars of ice.

The dark-haired snow maiden
towed Kuno eagerly on into a great cavern that had dozens of huge
icy stalagmites glittering in the darkness. The white-haired girl
hung back, now reluctant and afraid. But the dark-haired maiden
waved a hand in triumph.

Light blossomed from the wall
of the cavern – an eerie azure glow. The stalagmites glistened –
and each one was a young man encased in ice.

She had at least fifty men in
her terrible gallery. Kuno followed the dark-haired maiden as she
walked amongst her treasures, caressing them lovingly with her
hands.

The white-haired snow maiden
cringed away from the horrifying collection. She brokenly covered
up her face.

“Please. Please – not
again…”

“Yes. Here he will love me
forever. Here, he will never betray me or forget me.” The
dark-haired girl walked in the grip of a terrible, twisted joy. “A
flower must be taken at its perfect time. Not left to wither on the
stalk.”

She turned to gaze at Kuno.

“Perfect timeless beauty.”

Sura strode out from behind a
pillar, spear levelled and a look of weary annoyance on her
face.

“All righty! You! Frosty
fruit-cake! Step back from the samurai or I’ll thread you like an
ice-kebab!”

Both snow maidens reacted with
violent anger, whipping jagged bolts of ice straight at Sura. The
fox sidestepped one and parried another with her spear, slicing the
bolt into a shower of razor-sharp shards. She continued her spin,
spear swirling and leaving a yin-yang pattern etched into the
air.

 


“Tao shield!”

 


A barrage of ice bolts
spattered off a magical shield that blossomed in front of Sura. She
sheltered behind the shield, protecting her face from wicked
showers of ice.

The black-haired ice maiden
sent a surge of magic out into the glacier. All around the walls,
jagged, lethal ice elementals cracked and split, separating slowly
out from the ice. Each one crept like a spider made from icy
razorblades, making the air around then crackle with freezing
cold.

 


“Children of the frozen ice,
draw back – draw back in peace!”

 


Chiri stood, magical winds
churning at her long hair. The rat spirit turned around and around,
her own power thundering out into the walls and floors, quieting
the ice elementals and trying to send them back down into the ice.
She drew more and more power into the fight, battling the terrible
control that burned inside the snow maiden. The ice elementals
wavered, fighting to obey the summons and burst out into the
air.

Tonbo leapt from the shadows.
He crashed his tetsubo clean into the chest of the dark-haired snow
maiden. The massive force of the impact flung her backwards like a
doll, but she seemed to float through the air, sailing backwards to
land beside a wall of ice. She put her hand straight into the
glacier, drawing forth a brilliant white spear of ice – a spear so
cold that the air smoked around the blade.

The white-haired maiden held a
hand out towards a cave wall, and an identical spear flew into her
grasp. She levelled the weapon at Sura, her silvery hair swirling,
then came at the fox in rage.

Ice elementals forgotten, the
other maiden charged at Tonbo, lunging at him with ferocious
speed.

Weapons clashed and rang. Sura
danced forward, spear tip hunting for an opening, then cracked her
spear against the other weapon to sweep it aside. But the white
snow maiden flicked back away from the spear thrust. She clashed
her weapon against Sura’s spear, and pushed hard.

The two spears met, and the
snow maiden have a hiss of triumph. Ice suddenly spread from the
maiden’s spear to Sura’s, crackling and binding the weapons –
reaching up towards Sura’s hand. The fox tried to jerk free, but
the weapons were caught. She slammed her foot forward and kicked
both shafts, shattering the ice and freeing her spear.

Sura hurtled a throwing spike
at the ice maiden. It struck hard into the woman’s shoulder – but
it was like trying to penetrate solid ice. The maiden ignored the
strike and lunged. Sura parried and hacked hard at the other
weapon, shaving great splinters of ice and frost into the air. She
leapt, Leaf Cutter whirling in a blur, and swiped the orange blade
clean down into the white snow maiden’s arm.

She cut the maiden’s hand clean
off. The snow maiden staggered back a step, then rammed her hand
against the glacier wall. Ice crackled, and a new hand grew out
from her stump. She scooped ice from the walls and threw a massive
ball towards Sura, making the fox fling herself wildly away.

Tonbo fought with massive
strength. He cracked the dark-haired maiden’s spear aside and
struck, shattering an ice pillar as the maiden dodged aside. She
stabbed at him, and the spear touched his shoulder armour. Ice
spread across the armour plates from the merest touch. But Tonbo
pounded the butt of his tetsubo into the woman in a savage
uppercut, slamming her backwards. He struck with the butt once
again, then caught her with a massive downward blow of his iron
staff.

He shattered her arm clean off.
But the woman staggered back against the wall of the cave, and a
new arm formed itself from the ice. She shook herself and marched
towards Tonbo, moving into a run that led to a huge downward cut
with her spear. Tonbo parried, but the maiden pressed in wildly
close, screeching at him in hate. She tried to jam her fingers
against Tonbo’s face – her grasp smoking with deadly cold. The
samurai managed to nod his helmet down, and ice spread crackling
across the brim – searing and burning at the skin beneath. He freed
himself by kicking at the maiden and shoving her back, but she
levelled her spear and came at him again.

Sura ran forward towards the
white-haired maiden, clearing the creature back and away from Kuno.
She flicked a glance towards Chiri, who stood with weapons drawn
circling to attack the black-haired snow maiden from behind.

“Chiri! Wake Kuno!”

The black-haired maiden
instantly whipped about and reached a commanding hand towards Kuno.
The air crackled with power.

“My love! Kill them! Kill
them all!”

Kuno blinked. He turned,
settled his blank gaze upon Chiri, and drew his sword. He plunged
forward, aiming a lethal cut at her head.

The rat spirit dodged back,
then flicked aside again, parrying the lightning-fast sword as Kuno
attacked again and again. Kuno’s face was set in an idyllic, gentle
smile – his eyes happy and dreamy. Chiri wept as she frantically
parried his blade.

“Kuno! Kuno – it’s me!” She
locked his blade between her own.

“Kuno – I love you!”

Kuno’s eyes half unclouded. But
the black-haired snow maiden seized her flute and blew one-handed.
Kuno swayed and came back under her control. He kicked at Chiri and
sent her flying backwards, falling to the ground. She half rose,
then screamed as Kuno came at her, sword raised, slashing the
terrible weapon straight down at her skull.

Daitanishi cracked hard against
Kuno’s face. Kuno missed his strike, his sword hacking into the
snow. Bifuuko set up a ferocious little breeze, blowing loose snow
into Kuno’s eyes. Chiri scrabbled away and back to her feet, racing
clear.

Sura flicked a glance at Chiri,
seeing her friend’s danger. The fox slipped sideways, skipping back
away from her foe, and suddenly threw four paper seals across the
cave. The fu papers slapped onto the ice about the
black-haired maiden.

 


“Shields!”

 


The snow maiden was suddenly fenced in
by glowing walls. Sura whirled her spear, slashing open a pathway
between worlds.

 


“Spirit of the gentle dead!

Go now to your proper home.

Return to restful paradise

And from this world be gone!”

 


Light from the land of the restful dead
flooded through the gate. Sura sliced a glowing word into the air –
the symbol for the Tao.

 


“Tao seal!”

 


Sura hurtled a fu paper through
the symbol, and the paper smacked against the snow maiden’s breast.
But instead of drawing the creature through the gate, power seemed
to arc over from the white-haired maiden. The fu paper shivered,
then burst apart and fell away.

“Damn!”

Sura swore. The black-haired snow
maiden somehow faded back into the ice wall behind her. Sura leapt
forward towards the white-haired maiden, seizing hold of Tonbo.

“Tonbo! Take him out!”

Chiri was falling wildly back, trying
to fend Kuno away. Tonbo charged straight across the cave,
launching himself at Kuno. He held his tetsubo and caught Kuno’s
cut as it came. Tonbo slammed his armoured body straight into Kuno,
rocketing the smaller man back to crash against the cave wall. As
Kuno rebounded, Tonbo butted him in the forehead, and Kuno
collapsed like an empty sock. Tonbo seized his friend by the scruff
of the neck and hauled him from the ground.

“Sorry.”

The black-haired maiden suddenly burst
up out of the icy floor. Four huge creatures arose with her –
four-armed giants made from solid ice. The giants had great, jagged
claws and jaws lined with savage teeth. They seized massive chunks
of ice, hurtling them bouncing down the cavern towards the Spirit
Hunters.

Tonbo dropped Kuno and swung at a giant
as it clambered over rocks towards him. His tetsubo shattered the
giant’s shin. But the wound crackled and healed over, rebuilding
itself as ice was sucked in from the surrounding walls. Tonbo
seized Kuno’s sword and thrust it through his belt, grabbed Kuno in
one hand and his tetsubo in the other, and ran straight for the
exit of the cave.

Chiri fell back with him. Sura
appeared, ducking beneath a massive ice chunk hurtled by a giant.
The fox grabbed Chiri by the arm.

“Chiri! Head for the springs.
Deploy! We’ll cover you!”

Chiri did not hesitate. She
turned and ran, taking Daitanishi and Bifuuko with her.

Sura and Tonbo dragged Kuno
back out of the cave. Tonbo slammed his tetsubo against a pillar of
ice, causing a partial collapse of the mouth of the cave behind
them. The ice giants and snow maidens vanished under the avalanche.
Tonbo flung Kuno over his shoulders like a sack of rice. He and
Sura blundered through the ice chasm and out into the open
snowfields. Tonbo heard the maidens screaming in rage far behind
them.

“Will it hold them long?”

“Hell no. They burrow through
ice like it was sand!”

“What are they?”

Sura raced onward, heaving a
pine bough up out of Tonbo’s way. “A snow maiden. A ghost that
became a mountain kami. They’re made of ice!”

Tonbo crashed through a maze of
branches, showering Kuno with snow. “The banishment did not
work.”

“It has to be both at once!”
Kuno saw the faint lights of the inn in the dell below. “They’re
not two different entities! They’re two halves of the same woman!
She’s split in two!” The fox urged Tonbo onwards.

“Come on – I have an idea!”

Behind them, the ice giants
roared, coming closer. Sura and Tonbo plunged towards the inn,
running for their lives.

 


 


Chiri awaited her friends at the
edge of the hot springs, in amongst the boulders and streams. The
rat spirit ran forward, helping Tonbo as he dropped Kuno onto the
path.

“I am ready, Sura san!”

Sura helped drag Kuno safely
over to a rock. She could feel the ice giants crashing through the
trees. The snow maidens could be heard screaming like demons in the
darkness. The fox crouched, keeping watch on the tree line.

“OK – don’t spring it until
we’re almost overrun. We need both snow maidens together. Right
together!”

Chiri gave a nod. “Yes, Sura
san!”

The rat dove into hiding. Tonbo
and Sura fell back and took position on the steps. Sura levelled
her spear to face the oncoming enemy.

Suddenly the air crackled with
cold.

The black-haired ice maiden –
hair and robes dishevelled and face filled with rage – crouched
atop a boulder. She looked at Sura in hate.

“I will not let you take him
from me.” She dragged long, vicious claws across the rock beneath
her.

“If I cannot have him, then no
one can!”

Ice giants rose up out of the
snow behind the maiden, flexing their claws and ready to charge.
Sura kept her eyes fixed upon the dark-haired maiden – but she
spoke to the darkness off to the far side of the path.

“And what do you think
of this? Does she embarrass you, with all her ranting and
pretensions?”

The white-haired maiden walked
coldly forward – spear in hand.

“What would you know about it,
fox?” The woman’s voice was sad and hollow. “In the end, she is all
I have!”

Sura stood between the snow
maidens and Kuno. Tonbo was beside her, tetsubo in hand. Sura swept
her spear about so that the spear point was behind her. The fox
poised, ready to attack.

“You cannot have him.”

The black-haired maiden flexed
her claws.

“Then die.”

The ice giants charged.

Sura moved aside slowly as the
two monsters thundered towards her, clashing their claws and
showering sparks. As they reached the hot paths, their footing
slipped – the soles of their feet melting just enough to make them
skid.

Sura gave a shout and lunged
forward. Instead of a spear cut, she lunged with the metal-shod
butt, throwing her whole weight behind a ferocious thrust. The
spear slammed into the giant, and the creature skidded back,
flailing – its feet scrabbling for purchase. The monster fell, the
arms on one side plunging into a boiling stream. The arms began to
melt, and the creature thrashed in panic.

Tonbo roared, wading forward to
crash his tetsubo through the two left arms of a giant as it swung
at him with its claws. The giant stood on a rocky pathway, and
could not absorb more ice into itself. As it floundered, Tonbo sent
the monster crashing down the steps, tumbling towards the baths.
The creature plunged into the boiling water, cracking and
disintegrating as it fell.

Sura and Tonbo fought the ice
giants to a standstill, holding position beside the boiling
springs. The creatures kept back, fearing the heat. But both
maidens saw their prey with its back towards them. Levelling their
spears the two maidens charged silently across the boulders, ready
to plough their spears clean through Sura and Tonbo’s backs. They
ran triumphantly out onto the bare stone…

 


“Dancing friends of steam
and heat!

Rise and fly home true!”

 


At Chiri’s command, red-hot,
steaming water elementals lunged upwards from their hiding places
in the springs and streams. Boiling hot, they slammed together
forming a globe that surrounded the two snow maidens. The maidens
screamed, whirling about. They tried to shield themselves, then
tried to blunder back off the hot paths, but the steam all around
blinded them. The maidens fell, swiftly beginning to melt into
water, clawing frantically at their robes.

The old priestess and inn
mistress came running from the baths. They stopped in horror as
they saw the snow maidens dissolving inside a living swirl of
steam. The priestess started forward in fear.

“Mirusu chan!”

Sura flung out her spear and
held the woman back.

“Shhh!”

The maidens had dissolved into
a puddle of water. No longer needed, the steam elementals flew up
and away, scattering into the air. Sura planted her spear and
locked her fingers together, bowing her head and summoning up a
spell.

 


“What pain once sundered,
now be whole.

What once was torn, be
healed.

May the kami hear my
prayer.

Be whole within the Tao…”

 


Power shimmered. Everyone fell
back as the waters swirled, mingling the essence of both maidens.
Beside the path, Kuno blinked and started to rise. The ice giants
shattered and fell apart as the evil magic fled.

Kuno crept dazedly to his feet,
and Chiri ran to help him stand.

The waters on the path swirled
faster and faster, lifting upwards – then crystallising and
freezing once again. Combined they took the form of a tall, slender
young woman in snowflake-patterned robes of blue and white. She had
hair streaked black and white that fell unbound almost to the
ground.

The snow maiden blinked open
her eyes and slowly drew in a deep, dazed breath – as though
awakening from a long dream.

The old priestess wept with
love.

“Mirusu chan! You have come
back to us!”

The snow maiden looked about,
and saw the old priestess standing by the springs. She moved
forward, lost and confused.

“Sensei?” The girl looked at
her ice-white hands: they trailed a strange little sparkle of snow.
“I had a dream…”

She looked slowly back towards
the peaks.

“Such a terrible dream…”

Sura came quietly forward. She
took a bath robe from the hands of the inn mistress and draped it
over the old priestess arms.

“Careful – you cannot touch
her. She is a snow spirit now.” The fox backed away, then bowed to
the snow maiden.

“Mirusu san – we bid you
welcome.”

With the robe as protection,
the snow maiden and the old priestess embraced.

At the distant glacier, ice
cracked and shattered. Frozen men and boys broke free as their icy
prisons fractured. They staggered forward, dazed, waking from
strange, numb dreams. They looked at one another – then crept out
into the open snow. The clouds had cleared, the skies sparkled with
stars, and the lights of the inn glittered down in the nearby
valley. As one, the men stumbled forwards and began the short walk
home.

In the old priestess’ shrine,
two men had sat, patiently melting the ice that encased Domei’s
body. They awoke with a start as the ice splintered clean away.
Domei sat up, wild eyed, staring about himself in amazement.

Lost men came down the path
from the glacier. At their shouts, villagers came running from
houses. Women cried out in welcome, and tears of joy spread through
the streets. Overhead, the stars sparkled as the mountain village
came back to life at last.
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Chapter
6

 


 


The morning sun glittered pure
and bright across the mountain peak. Clean snowfields spread about
the inn, and the pine trees soared dark and handsome against a
clear blue sky.

In the gardens around the inn,
the snow maiden, Mirusu, walked quietly with Kuno. Seen clearly in
the light of day, her skin was snow-white and covered with patterns
like a thousand snowflakes. The air about her was sharp and chill.
She moved with grace, and little snow elementals scampered merrily
all around her, sensing the gentle, quiet love within her.

Mirusu was beautiful, kind, and
wracked with shame at the terrible things that she had done. She
glanced towards the distant village, seeing menfolk with their own
families at long last. The village shrine was flocked with people
offering prayers of thanks. Domei and his mother were walking arm
in arm beside the inn, speaking quietly.

Mirusu turned away – too
ashamed to raise her head. She wept, and her tears turned to
ice.

“How can I ever make it up to
them, Kuno san? How can I ever pay for the terrible things that I
have done?”

They stood together at the
forest’s edge, looking towards the great mountain peak and the
mountains ranged beyond. Mirusu’s hair lifted in the breeze,
trailing snow crystals out into the air.

Her face was wan.

“It was her – the black haired
one  that attacked Domei. I could feel
her, like something in a dream. She would hunt for love – crave it.
Then... then preserve it, hoping to keep it forever new…” She
lifted up her face to the trees. “The other me – the white hair.
She tried to stop it. But it was to no avail. How does one fight
oneself? She used to block the passes with avalanches, to try and
prevent new victims from coming to the village…

“She tried to keep us apart, on
that first day you found me at the icy pool. She put a snow storm
between us and hoped that you would simply go away.”

Kuno looked at the woman sadly
and gently.

“I did not.” Kuno nodded
softly. “It was not your spell that touched me, Mirusu san. But the
soul that brought forth music filled with such beauty and such
pain…”

Mirusu looked back towards the
village. Smoke rose from cooking fires, and the place suddenly
seemed bright and alive.

“You have all helped me to be
reborn. I am healed now. But I am not the living woman that I was.
I am the spirit of this place. The soul of mountain, ice and snow.”
She watched the villagers; a creature now alien and apart. The snow
elementals, cold winds and the mountain rock lived and thrived all
around her.

“I have a great debt to repay
them. I will remain here as their guardian, and keep the mountain
from causing grief and hardship. The village can live again.” She
closed her eyes. “And every day, I will pray that the villagers
will forgive me.”

Asodo Kuno turned to her.

“You are theirs now – and you
are renewed. They will forgive – and love – in time.” The handsome
samurai gave a gentle bow.

“I do not want you to give up
on love, Mirusu san. The proof of character is when we continue to
show the good within us, no matter what evil befalls us.”

He looked to her, wanting
happiness for her.

“Love is there for you,
always.”

He bowed again.

“Always.”

The snow maiden looked at the
ground, almost on the point of tears.

“I will hold your words always
in my heart.”

There was a silence. Out in the
snowfields, a white hare nibbled at shoots beneath the snow.

Finally, Mirusu found the
courage to speak.

“For you, there is love
also?”

“For me – yes. I believe there
will be.”

Mirusu nodded. She walked a few
steps, then came to a halt.

“Will I ever see you
again?”

Kuno nodded.

“We shall return to you, Yama
nō Mirusu, spirit of the snow. We shall meet again.”

They bowed to one another. Kuno
turned and walked slowly back towards the village. Behind him, the
snow maiden watched him for a long, long while – then turned, as
though suddenly hearing music from the mountain peak. She looked at
it with a slow, sudden dawn of wonder.

The snow elementals around her
arose and danced. Yama nō Mirusu whirled and vanished into a swirl
of snow, whisking away into a mysterious, wide new world.

 


 


A day later, Sura, Chiri, Tonbo
and Kuno walked through the mountain pass beneath a cloudless sky.
They had backpacks heavy with food – a gift from the villagers.
They strolled along, straw boots crunching in the snow, enjoying
the fresh, clean glory of the mountains all around them.

They came to the offering stone
that marked the mountain pass. The little trail back to the goblin
village was now almost smothered in snow. But the way northward and
down into new lands had mysteriously opened wide.

Sura walked up to the offering
stone and tucked a written prayer beneath the prayer rope. She
placed two rice balls upon the rock, then gave a brisk, happy bow.
Turning back to look towards the mountains, she gave a sigh.

Tonbo stood beside her. He
leaned upon his tetsubo, and made a huge sigh of his own.

“I am embarrassed. The snow
maiden did not consider me to be a valid target.”

The fox smiled and slapped him
happily upon one shoulder.

“Eh. You’re an acquired
taste!”

Kuno looked a little rueful and
embarrassed. He bowed to Sura in profound apology.

“I am sorry, Sura san, that I
ruined your holiday.”

The fox seemed not to have a
care in the world.

“That’s okay, I had fun!
Beating the crap out of monsters, as well as solving a mystery to
prove that I’m a god-damned genius? That’s better than a month at
the beach!” She was struck by a sudden thought. “Hey – we should
head to the beach!”

Tonbo rolled his eyes.

“With our luck, there will be
an invasion of shark monsters.”

“Well, sharks are creatures of
taste and discernment. So at least they might not want to hump
Kuno!” The fox banged a hand against Tonbo’s armour plates. “Come
on. We have some way to go if we want to sleep dry!”

Sura walked on towards the open
pass – spear over her shoulder and orange tail wagging fluffily
behind her. Daitanishi and Bifuuko zoomed alongside, enjoying the
winter sun. The fox was already singing, happy to be off and on her
way.

Tonbo watched her for a moment
and shook his head. He walked over to the offering stone, clapped
his hands, and stood in quiet prayer.

Kuno walked aside with Chiri
beside him. He stopped and looked at her ever-patient face. The man
felt a weight upon his heart.

“I have caused you pain, Chiri
san. Forgive me. I was beneath a magical spell. To my mind, all was
but a haze. It is unremembered.” He gave a deep, regretful bow.
“Please honour me with your forgiveness.”

The beautiful rat spirit bowed
quietly in return.

“I understand, friend Kuno. It
is forgiven. It is forgotten.”

Kuno nodded. He looked up, and
saw that Sura had gotten perhaps too far away – there was no
telling what sort of trouble she might get into. He hastened after
her, catching up with the fox, who began chatting to him gaily as
they walked.

Left behind, Chiri bowed her
head.

“The pain was possible only
because I care for you.”

Tonbo stood by the offering
stone, quietly waiting for her – huge and comforting. She walked up
to him, and the big man reached out to squeeze her hand.

“Chiri san? Are you ready to go
on?”

“I am ready, Tonbo san.” The
rat squared her shoulders, suddenly feeling strong.

“I am ready. And one day, it
will be well.”

They walked into the pass,
following the others, wandering towards a clear blue sky.

Behind them on the offering
stone, Tonbo had left a beautifully folded paper snowflake. A trail
of frost swept past – glittered for an instant in the sunlight –
and then was gone.
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